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ABSTRACT
While student diversity is increasing in the United States, teachers in the field are still
largely White, female, and monolingual (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). Despite this reality, Black
women have always worked as teachers (Royster, 2000), however, their voices are often silenced
or omitted from narratives told about schooling (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017).
With the increasing pressures on principals and district leaders to both recruit and retain teachers
of color, especially Black teachers, the narratives of Black women teachers in schools must be
told. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of Black women
teachers in secondary schools in order to shatter traditional—and often problematic and incorrect—perceptions of Black womanhood and Black women in professional spaces. Thus, I performed a qualitative study framed by the theories of Black feminist thought and Womanism, to
center the narratives of six Black women teachers and examine how they experienced stereotypes of Black womanhood and oppression, and how they deconstruct and/or negotiate those stereotypes while working in schools.
While some may argue that the experiences of Black women teachers are no different
from their peers, their experiences do differ due to the marginalization of their raced, classed,
and gendered identities. By employing tenets from both Black feminist thought and Womanism,
I centered Black women’s standpoints and acknowledged that their experiences are both unique
and valuable in educational discourse (Collins, 2000). To investigate and examine their experiences, I used narrative inquiry methods to transform traditional sister circles into a sista circle
methodology that allowed me as the researcher to take a participatory role in the interview cycle,
while being both inclusive and aware of my subjectivities. In completing this study, I aimed to

create a space for Black women teachers to speak freely about their experiences with stereotypes
and oppression to develop better ways to both recruit and maintain them in the field.

INDEX WORDS: sista circles, sister circles, Black women teachers, Black feminist thought,
Womanism, Stereotypes, Black womanhood
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1 INTRODUCTION
Honey, de white man is de ruler of everything as fur as Ah been able tuh find out. Maybe it’s
some place way off in de ocean where de Black man is in power, but we don’t know nothin’ but
what we see. So, de White man throw down de load and tell de nigger man tuh pick it up. He pick
it up because he have to, but he don’t tote it. He hand it to his womanfolks. De nigger woman is
de mule uh de world so far as Ah can see.
-Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God
In 1937, through her prominent work, Their Eyes Were Watching God, Zora Neale
Hurston depicts the plight of Black women in the United States. It is within this text and through
the characterization of Janie Mae Crawford that Hurston uses a Black woman to narrate and describe the significance of her experience. It is also through Janie Mae and the other Black women
within Hurston’s community of characters that she explores Black women’s positioning, their
interactions with others, and their roles within society as they, themselves, understand it. While
in the above excerpt, Hurston (1937) uses the "mule" as a metaphor to frame Black women's positioning in society and further the discussion on Black women’s roles, identities, and survival,
Hurston’s novel aids in a more extensive discussion because it comments on the paid and unpaid
labors of Black women, describing how they negotiate their identities as they consider their positioning within the different spaces in which they exist.
Problem Statement
As Hurston (1937) describes the Black woman as the "mule of the world" in the opening
chapters of her novel, she begins to weave a story of resilience through her characterization of
Janie Mae Crawford. It is also through storytelling that Hurston sets the stage for further discussion on the individuality, experience, and agency of Black women. Similar to Hurston (1937), I
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also argue for the stories of Black women to be told—but in the context of schooling within the
United States. According to Zumwalt and Craig (2005), although student diversity is increasing
in schools in the United States, “teachers in the field are still largely White, female, and monolingual” (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005, p. 114). While these reports do acknowledge that Black women
exist in and have historically been present as teachers, they do not critically examine why the
number of Black women in U.S. classrooms is declining (King, 1993b). Further, these reports do
not address/or present Black women’s standpoints on what affects these numbers (CarverThomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017).
Historically, Black women have been silenced, or their stories omitted from narratives
told about schooling; yet, they have always been active as teachers and worked as community
leaders, mothers, disciplinarians, and community liaisons (Fairclough, 2007; McCluskey, 2014)
—even before the Great Depression (Cole, 1986). While some may argue that the experiences of
Black women teachers are no different from that of their peers, implying that their stories are not
significant, I argue that their experiences differ because of their unique positioning in the United
States as a result of colonization and systemic oppression (Harris-Perry, 2011; hooks, 2015a;
Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). Unlike their peers, Black women’s social realities are often influenced and encumbered by their raced, classed, and gendered identities (Davis & Brown, 2017;
Harris-Perry, 2011). For Black women in the United States, the dominant narratives surrounding
who Black women are and how they should behave, are consistently influenced by the historical
and social positioning of their identities within the United States. The professional expectations
of Black women as teachers, are no different. However, in spite of their realities, Black women
who work as teachers reclaim their identities daily, and consistently define and redefine themselves in ways that talk back against professional narratives of their selves in order to remain in
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schools to serve as positive and professional role models and representations for their students. It
is because of this that the stories of Black women as teachers are significant in educational discourse, especially as student diversity increases in schools.
Why Black Women’s Stories Need to be Told
Personal narratives provide insight into an individual’s life, which is not accessible from
an outsider’s perspective (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004; Kramp, 2004). Who is allowed to tell the
story often dictates the perspective that is centered and, conversely, the perspective that gets
placed on the margins. A singular decision about voice, both empowers and removes power. As
seen with the earlier discussion of Hurston’s (1937) novel, allowing someone to tell their story
and describe their feelings about their life and interactions creates different insight, frames the
narrative, and allows an exploration of the storyteller’s understandings of their actions and outcomes (Kramp, 2004). The need for the centering of Black women teacher voices and experiences in education is predicated on the silencing of their stories in educational discourse
(Achinstein et al., 2010; Madkins, 2011). In education, Black women teachers should be able to
describe their experiences, frame their own narratives, and provide insight for others about their
understandings of their actions and outcomes.
For Black women who work as teachers, their examinations and retelling of professional
experiences, along with their projections of self-definitions as they work in schools are essential
because each allows them to reclaim their identities while inviting others to see and feel firsthand
how they have come to understand themselves in schools (Collins, 1986; Collins, 2000). Furthermore, the narratives of Black women as teachers are essential to educational and professional
discourse because, often, expectations of who Black women are, how they should behave or react, and what they are deemed capable of doing or handling is decided for them before they ever
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enter the room—this is problematic. This experience for many Black women working as teachers
is the result of dominant stereotypes of Black womanhood which are and have been projected
historically by the media (Brown Givens & Monahan, 2005; Collins, 2000; Muhammad, 2015).
For example, in 2016, Patrice Brown, a Black woman teacher, gained national attention because
her work attire was considered “too sexual” after she posted pictures on social media in her
classroom wearing a fitted dress which accentuated her curvy figure. As Ms. Brown became
known nationally as “teacher bae,” debates centering the bodies of Black women, their professional abilities, and the double standards that exist between them and their White peers were recentered, showing that race and gender still matter (D'Oyley, 2016; Group, 2016). Here, the reality that many Black women must have an awareness that dominant narratives surrounding their
womanhood still impact their lives today, also becomes significant because it contributes to how
Black women navigate schools and make decisions in order to survive within them.
Stereotypes like the loud-talking and aggressive Sapphire, the nurturing and docile
Mammy, and the seductive Jezebel, often set expectations of Black women’s behaviors in professional spaces like schools, without first allowing them to enter and set standards for themselves. However, Black women, specifically Black women teachers, often reclaim their identities, define and redefine themselves in ways that, historically, are omitted from dominant narratives of professional experience because they challenge traditional and historical representations
of their womanhood and personhood (Farmer, 2017). Therefore, without the stories of Black
women teachers, from their perspectives, about how they experience schooling, how they see
themselves and understand their roles within those spaces, and how they are affected by the layers of their identity, are vital if educators are to develop plans on how to address their needs to
recruit, retain, and sustain them in the field.
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When the voices of Black women teachers enter the narratives of schools and schooling,
they begin to tell stories of community engagement, fear of job loss or stereotyping, and a general empathy for the advancement and acquiring of equal civil rights for all (Walker, 2009). As
Black women have always worked as leaders, educators, and liaisons within their communities
with the common goal of community advancement historically (Royster, 2000), Black women
teachers should have a platform where they can center their voices and discuss their experiences
from their perspectives. Black women who work as teachers should also have a space where they
center their raced and gendered identities to discuss, from their perspective and understandings,
how the layering of these identities influence their positioning within the United States and their
experiences as teachers daily. However, due to several factors, many Black women teachers do
not feel welcome to openly engage in dialogue surrounding schools or their experiences, or are
not invited and their voices are muted and marginalized within this sphere (Farinde et al., 2016;
Farinde-Wu & Fitchett, 2016; Foster, 1997).
It is through the acknowledgement that race and gender matter, my understanding of the
importance of writers like Hurston, who used Black women characters to “stand up straight” in a
“crooked room” (Harris-Perry, 2011), and the reality that historical images and social structures
influence the lives of Black women, that the idea of voice, perception, and self-exploration became integral within my research. It is also why I chose to center the stories of Black women
teachers.
Purpose
The purpose of this study was to center the stories of Black women who work as secondary teachers as they describe their experiences with stereotypes and oppression in schools. In
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completing this study, my goal was to add to the educational discourse on Black women’s experiences, and the influence of social structures and attitudes on their professional lives. I also
aimed to weave the narratives of Black women teachers into those told about schooling in spaces
where they have been historically undervalued. In centering these stories, it was my hope to shatter traditional—often problematic—narratives of Black womanhood and begin to create ways to
respond to the needs of Black women teachers to recruit, retain, and sustain them in the field. I
argue that the stories of Black women as teachers in schools reveal another side to the narratives
told about schooling in the United States (Teel Robinson & Ross Baber, 2013) a side that can no
longer be overlooked and therefore, must be centered to create spaces of citizenship for Black
women as teachers and as members of the educational community.
With the increasing pressures on schools to recruit and retain more Black teachers, Black
women especially, must be afforded opportunities to address and discuss their experiences in education within a space where they feel valued as equal citizens (Achinstein et al., 2010) especially with the increasing decline of Black women working as teachers in schools (Irvine, 1988).
As schools become more diverse and more students of color gain access to educational opportunities, it is important for Black women teachers to be present in K-12 classroom settings. The
NEA has argued in the past that as the number of students of color increase in schools, schools
and their governing affiliates should also increase the numbers of minoritized teachers to “at
least equal but not limited to” the percentage of minoritized students in schools because multiracial staffs are essential to the progress of desegregated schools (Irvine, 1988).
Rizga (2016) and Ladson-Billings (2014) further argue that teachers are more effective
when they get to know and can understand their student’s backgrounds and cultural rules. When
teachers live and exist within their communities, and understand the impact that literacy has on
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their individual lives from a personal perspective, they are able to teach cultural pride, encourage
students, and inform them of the importance of agency and authority from their shared understanding and positioning (Rizga, 2016). Therefore, to gain deeper insight into the experiences of
teachers of color, particularly Black women working as teachers in order to retain them in the
field, the voices of Black women teachers must be centered in the theorizing and researching of
such topics, especially considering the current conversation about culture, identity and responsiveness in schools (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005; Croom, 2017; King, 1993a). If we are to be responsive to the needs of Black students in our classrooms, research must include Black women
teachers in discussions surrounding their experiences in education. In doing so, we, as educators,
include faculty in our inclusive practices within schools, and welcome diversity while simultaneously acknowledging that diversity matters and that the differences that occur within our understanding, ways of knowing, and experiences contribute to how we all experience school and education from all levels.
Again, the aim of this study was to understand how Black women experience stereotypes
of Black womanhood and oppression in schools as teachers, and as they experience those stereotypes, how they deconstruct and negotiate their identities to create self-definitions within the
context of secondary education. Again, I aimed for my study to add to the already existing literature on the experiences of Black women in education and provide further insight into the needs
of Black women working as teachers, their motivations and their resilience to both retain and recruit Black women teachers in the field.
In completing this study, I had two research questions that guided my inquiry. The two
research questions that guided my study were:
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1) How have Black women experienced stereotypes of Black womanhood and oppression
as teachers in secondary schools?
2) How do Black women teachers deconstruct and negotiate stereotypes of Black womanhood in public schools?
In the next section, I discuss the theoretical frameworks used to frame this research study.
Theoretical Framework
In this study, Black women secondary teachers retold stories of experience with stereotypes and oppression as they navigated the complexities of working as minoritized people in
schools. I used tenets of Black feminist thought and Womanism to undergird narrative research
methods in the form of sista circles. Further, I used six Black women working as secondary
teachers, including myself, to tell stories of professional experiences in schools, to define themselves, and to describe their truths. So, moving forward, I use the collective “our” pronoun to refer to Black women including the participants and myself.
This study was grounded in the theories of Black feminist thought and Womanism because each aim to center the voices, stories, and experiences of Black women. Here, I begin with
a discussion of Black feminist thought, its purpose, and its tenets. I, then, define Womanism and
discuss its origin, and its significance in educational research. Finally, I discuss both theories to
explain how each supported and framed the methods used within this study.
Black Feminist Thought
Black feminist thought aims to resist oppression and marginalization by empowering
Black women (Dixson & Dingus, 2008). Within this research, my goal was to resist the marginalization of Black women’s stories by centering the narratives of Black women as teachers working in secondary schools. By doing so, I acknowledge that our stories are not only valuable but
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essential within educational discourse. As recognized within the realm of this theory, Black
women encounter racism and stereotypes in everyday situations—in workplaces, schools, and
daily social interactions. However, while these encounters are ever-present, our voices are often
left out of accounts told about the experiences of Black women, especially those who work as
teachers in schools.
Black feminist thought acknowledges that being Black and female affords Black women
teachers a breadth of knowledge on the experiences of marginalized individuals in the United
States, because they too exist on the margins of society due to the layering of their raced and
gendered identities (Collins, 1986). This knowledge and awareness can be used to create feelings
of citizenship and belonging for minoritized students in schools who also exist on the margins
(Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012). For Black women working as teachers in schools, our presence represents cultural knowledge and agency that cannot be fully represented by other members of faculty or staff. This awareness is needed in schools for Black students, and other students of color
because it creates feelings of citizenship and belonging, which is an essential aspect of equity for
both students and teachers of color in schools.
Black feminist thought also recognizes that Black women share experiences with one another that are separate from their White counterparts (Collins, 2000). These shared experiences
create fictive kinship which allows them, then, to engage in communal dialogue. These dialogical interactions allow Black women to discuss how they have come to know and understand their
positioning in the world and describe the significance in the similarities of their experiences.
Within this study, Black feminist thought is significant because it places value on how Black
women interpret their experiences and come to know and understand their roles (Collins, 2000).
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For Black women teachers, this theory supports the idea that Black women have ways of knowing and interpreting the world that are, although unique, significant and of equal value. Likewise,
within this theory, Black women, as individuals and as a collective group, can “talk back” and
confront dominant narratives told about their bodies and identities that continuously influence
their daily lives (hooks, 1989).
To complete a study on Black women’s work as teachers in schools, the theories used
within this study needed to provide an opportunity to examine the characteristics and experiences
in Black women’s work. Here, Black feminist thought centers two themes of Black women's
work that are essential in a study on Black women teacher’s experiences with stereotypes and
oppression in schools. First, Black feminist thought centers a discussion on Black women’s paid
labors, the work that they perform, which they are compensated for. Second, Black feminist
thought highlights and investigates Black women’s unpaid labors, the work that Black women
perform but are not compensated for.
Black Women’s Paid Labor
The first theme, Black women’s paid labor, examines how Black women's work is often
influenced by intersecting oppressions of race, class, and gender. Here, Black feminist thought
explores the conditions of Black women’s employment and provides new knowledge and insight
into the significance of their work and how their historical positioning influences their experiences (Collins, 2000). Within these discussions, Black feminist thought acknowledges that the
similarities of experiences between Black women in institutionalized spaces are often traced
back to slavery and their positioning due to colonization (hooks, 2015a). This theory is significant because it places value on how Black women interpret their experiences and have come to
understand their roles based on their knowledge of their historical positioning in the United
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States. Furthermore, due to slavery, and patriarchy, Black women’s experiences are also classed
in the United States which influence not only their experiences in the professional spaces in
which they exist, but also when, how, and if they negotiate their identities. Within this realm,
Black feminist thought allows a critical examination of how and why Black women make the decisions that they make within their professional lives to survive.
Black Women’s Unpaid Labor
Next, the second theme, the unpaid labor of Black women, examines the work that Black
women do within their families, family networks, and communities. For Black women who work
as teachers, their unpaid labors often result from the communal and spiritual connectedness they
feel with their students in their classrooms, particularly with their Black students. This theory allows for an examination of Black women's work in the forms of establishing community, and resistance to oppression, rather than just as exploitation. Black feminist thought examines how
Black women are both confined and empowered by their familial and community duties. Here,
the acknowledgment of how Black women work as they negotiate their identities, reshaping, and
remolding themselves to exist in their work becomes essential.
For Black women teachers in schools, Black feminist thought creates an opportunity to
examine the unpaid laid labors of Black women critically. The actions taken by Black women
teachers are often overlooked but must be completed to survive and remain in schools for their
students. Each of these themes are pertinent in the aforementioned discussion of Black women as
the "mule of de world" because they examine how Black women work and navigate the complexities of education in the United States. By using Black feminist thought as a theory where
these two themes are centered, I was able to examine, critically, how the experiences of Black
women teachers with stereotypes of Black womanhood and oppression came in the forms of both
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paid and unpaid labors in schools, and how Black women who work as teachers then negotiated
and deconstructed those stereotypes to reclaim their identities.
Lastly, Black feminist thought allowed me to consider how oppression works in schools
and how it is experienced by Black women working as teachers. Through Black feminist
thought, I performed an exploration of how Black women teachers survive, resist, and sustain
themselves through the stories we told about their experiences. Alinia (2014) asserts Black feminist thought "discusses the relationships between the structural, ideological, and the everyday aspects of domination and their subjective, systemic, and symbolic violence in relation to individual and collective struggles within a matrix of domination" (p. 2335-36). Thus, Black feminist
thought allowed an analysis of the multiple factors contributing to the daily struggles of Black
women teachers and examined how we positioned ourselves to overcome.
In a discussion of Black women as teachers, Black feminist thought allowed an analysis
of Black women's narratives on why they become teachers and an exploration of the methods
they use to sustain themselves in the profession (Dixson & Dingus, 2008). Additionally, it placed
the experiences and knowledge of Black women at the forefront, while providing opportunities
for us as women to define our realities while examining how our experiences influence our individual epistemologies (Vickery, 2017). Through the telling of stories, this theory helped to support my exploration of the experiences of Black women teachers, by allowing me to look closely
at our interpretations of our encounters and our ways of knowing and seeing the world. Within
this study, I centered the following tenets of Black feminist thought in preparation for my study:
1) Race: how the identification as being Black and or of African descent influences the
experiences of Black women teachers in multiple spaces
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2) Self-definition: how Black women teachers use their voices to express the totality of
themselves
3) Black women's work and resistance: the acts that Black women teachers do that show
them doing something that is "unexpected" and or that oppose the expected social attitudes and behaviors of their raced, classed, and gendered identities
4) Individual ways of knowing: how Black women teachers explain how they have come
to know, interpret, and understand the world
5) Communal dialogue: how Black women teachers engage in dialogue about their experiences with other women who are of the same raced, classed, and gendered group (Collins, 2000)
Womanism
Womanism is the second theory used to frame this study on the experiences of Black
women teachers with stereotypes and oppression. Womanism is a theory derived from Alice
Walker's use of the term Womanist where she discussed the cultural, historical, and political positionality and activism of Black women (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002). Womanism recognizes
that because so many Black women have experienced the convergence of racism, sexism, and
classism, we have different factors that contribute to how we come to understand and react in
different situations from White women because of our positioning (Collins, 2001). Here, there
are three central points that became significant within this study:
1) Womanists understand that oppression is an interlocking system providing all people
with varying degrees of penalty and privilege;
2) Womanists believe that individual empowerment combined with collective action is
key to lasting social transformation;

14

3) Womanists embody humanism, which seeks to liberate all, not just themselves (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002).
According to Collins (2001), Womanism does not ignore the principles of Feminism, but recognizes that the experiential differences that Black women encounter cannot be examined through
it but must exist and be examined within its own realm.
Next, Womanism describes the intensity of Black women's spirituality. Within this theory, Alice Walker (1972) compares spirituality to art and something that remains powerful regardless of the pain, confusion or suffering that Black women experience, and, regardless of if
they know they possess it or not. It is within this spirituality and this unknown strength that
Black women are able to thrive and endure the harsh realities that inhabit their daily lives.
Within this study, the discussion of spirituality and endurance of Black women teachers is significant as they discuss the ways in which they deconstruct stereotypes of Black womanhood and
negotiate their identities as they work in schools and remain within these spaces for their students (Vickery, 2016). Through Womanism, I examined the lasting effects of the burdens that
are placed on Black women, the refusal for society to understand their place and positioning, and
their fight to fix the distorted images of themselves, as well their spirituality. Womanism takes
into account their experiences as raced and gendered minorities and oppressed citizens within the
United States, both past and present.
Significance of Black Feminist Thought and Womanism
By combining the tenets of Black feminist thought with Womanism, I discussed the significance of social positioning, gender, race, class, and the institutional politics in the U.S. that
inform the treatment and experiences of Black women in schools. Through these lenses, I discussed how the slavery and colonization in the United States contributes to the positioning of
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Black women in U.S. society, which have lasting effects today. Because of our positioning as
Black women in the United States, professional Black women have endured oppressions in every
space in which we exist, including in our work as teachers. Therefore, theories allowed for an examination of how Black women have been used within the United States to work laborious tasks
yet were systematically denied access to educational systems that would have allowed advancement in their lives. This conversation is imperative when discussing how Black women teachers
position themselves in secondary schools today and how they navigate their experiences as stereotyped and oppressed faculty members in schools. By centering my study within these theoretical spaces, I too acknowledged that there are multiple factors that contribute to who Black
women teachers are, how we choose to see and define ourselves, and how we navigate American
schooling as a result of this self-awareness.
Womanism and Black feminist thought allowed a close examination of the insider experience for both myself as the researcher as well as my participants who shared their stories. For
me, it was imperative that their stories be told and viewed as intellectual knowledge and history.
Both Black feminist thought and Womanism created foundations for my experience as a teacherresearcher to be valued alongside with the experiences of the Black women teacher participants
as they place value on how we, as Black women, come to know and understand the world around
us as individuals who exist within a broader community.
Finally, in this discussion of the inclusion of culture, voice, and identity in school, and an
examination of power and resistance, stories around the experiences of Black women teachers
must be told by Black women. Schools must acknowledge that they bring rich, yet individualized
perspectives to schools through the intersections of their identities, which is not separate from
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their experiences as teachers (Davis & Brown, 2017). Situating my research within Black feminist thought and Womanism allowed me to examine Black women's self-definitions as teachers
and women, and both challenge and reconceptualize previously projected narratives of Black
womanhood and Black women as teachers. In chapter 2, I provide a review of relevant research
that supports a study on the experiences of Black women teachers in secondary public schools.
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2 REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The experiences of Black women teachers are often excluded from narratives told about
schools and the significant influence that Black women have on their students and communities
(McCluskey, 2014). Although they are often overlooked, I contend that Black women’s stories
and experiences as teachers are not only an integral part of the cultural and experiential threads
that contribute to schooling but their roles within schools are significant to discussions on school
inclusion and citizenship of both minoritized faculty and students. I argue that without understanding the experiences of Black women teachers, school leaders cannot begin to address their
needs, which means that they cannot adequately prepare to recruit or retain them within the field.
To prepare this literature review, I completed a search to find out what literature already
existed on the experiences of Black women as teachers. In doing so, I began by researching the
library database using terms like “Black,” “female,” and “experience in schools.” Initially, when
I entered these terms and phrases, I found articles about HIV prevention and the sexualized behaviors of Black girls in schools. However, although these topics are significant in some areas of
research, these search results personify the harmful and often problematic characterization of
Black women and girls. It also illustrates dominant narratives that often represent the experiences
of Black women and girls in social spaces in which they do not exist to speak their truths and tell
the whole story.
Since I found these results problematic and this information was not pertinent for my research study, I began to ask myself questions like “What other words or phrases are used to describe Black people in academia?” and “What are the different words used to describe Black
people in general?” As a result, I began to search phrases like “African American,” “Teachers of
color”, and “Black Faculty.” When I searched these terms in the school library research database,
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I found almost 1 million results from academic journal publications from the 1900s to 2019. Because I needed to narrow down my search, I began to look for synonyms and added phrases like
“Black women teachers” and “Black women faculty.” I also began to ask myself, “What, specifically, do I want to know about the experiences of Black women as teachers?” While posing these
questions and considering the argument I wanted to make within this work, I determined that I
needed to understand the experiences of Black students within education in the United States. I
also needed to understand the experiences of Black women in education, within the United
States. By centering my searches, I was able to look more closely at articles that were relevant to
the argument that I was trying to make about the racialized and gendered experiences of Black
women as teachers.
As I searched terms like “Historical experiences of Blacks in education” and “Historical
experience of African Americans in education,” the articles became more centralized to my research focus. Here, I began to see articles discussing topics on African American equal educational opportunities and articles related to the experiences of Black teachers and students from
the 1800s to the present day. During these inquiries, I realized that history would play an essential role in framing my argument because many of the articles in the research database had a historical component, especially when using “race” as a search term. The articles that lead me to focus more closely on history in the United States, considering colonization and the effects that
these acts had on the experiences of Black citizens, especially Black women.
Next, I researched terms and phrases like “Black” and “African American,” “African American woman teacher experience,” and “experiences of teachers of color.” From this, more specific
articles that were relevant to my research focus began to populate. While doing these searches, I
also found that it was imperative to use synonyms for Black and African American because
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sometimes the articles that I found were either too specific or too broad. In trying to find articles
or books to include in this chapter, I found that when I used phrases like “Black women faculty”
and “African American female teacher experience” more articles became of use. Also, it is essential to note that the majority of articles that I found within my initial search were in the areas
of psychology and sociology, not education. This also told a story about the importance of social
experiences and psychological understandings of the participants within my study because even
the mere mentioning of race when performing an article search to write my literature review, influenced the types of articles that I found. This population of results further supports my argument that the experiences of Black women teachers do differ from their peers due to their raced
and gendered identities.
Finally, once I changed the search term from “teacher” to “faculty,” I found more articles
that explored the experiences of Black women as professionals in academia. Within this search, I
found a multitude of literature that discussed the effects of Black women’s cultural knowledge
on student achievement (Teel Robinson & Ross Baber, 2013). I also found research that discussed Black women’s experiences on the collegiate level and the factors that contributed to their
stress and resistance as faculty of color and as women (Dillard, 2016a; Dowdy & Hamilton,
2011; Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012; Vickery, 2017). However, while there were a lot of texts that
discussed Black women and their students, or their experiences on the post-secondary level,
there were minimal articles written about the professional experiences of Black women teachers
in secondary schools, let alone stories told from their perspectives, in their voices, about their understandings.

20

In preparing this review, I thought critically about what information I wanted to carefully
examine to make my argument for research to be centered on Black women teachers, their experiences in secondary schools, and their needs to recruit and retain them in classrooms and in educational systems. I decided that it was crucial to paint a picture of the political nature of Black
women in the United States because, without understanding who society has seen them as, or
what they have used them for, there cannot be an in-depth discussion on the positioning of Black
women in secondary schools today. My goal within this literature review is to set the stage for an
open honest conversation about what it means to be a Black woman working as a teacher in
schools within the United States. I aim to shed light on our issues, our understandings, our needs,
and our desires to be viewed and treated as equal citizens.
In the first section this literature review, I discuss the role of Black teachers in the United
States and explain that while they were denied the right to be literate citizens in the U.S. since
the beginning of U.S. history, Black people found a way to enter into the educational sphere and
educate their communities as means to advance themselves as a people. Next, I describe the impact of the Brown v. Board of Education decision on education within the United States. Then, I
transition into an analysis of the effects of the Brown v. Board of Education decision on Black
teachers. In the final sections of this review, I assess the historical treatment of Black women in
U.S. society and U.S. schools, both as Black girls and Black women.
I structured my review in this way to not only discuss existing literature but to justify my
rationale and purpose for centering the experiences of Black women who work as teachers in
secondary public schools.
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When and How We “Entered”
Before the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, Black people held in slavery were forbidden to learn to read and write, yet despite these prohibitions and the threat of punishment,
they valued literacy and fought to become literate. Some enslaved Blacks were taught to read by
Whites, some learned aside their master’s children, but a significant number were taught by either free Blacks or by slaves who’d learned to be literate themselves (Foster, 1997). Black teachers, during slavery, were well respected, valued, and understood the power and danger associated
with literacy, as individuals, as well as for a community of people. In this section of my review, I
discuss the road to literacy for Black citizens within the United States. Understanding the road to
the literacy of enslaved Blacks not only illuminates the importance of literacy being used as an
instrument of resistance and liberation, but it also centers the strategies they used to gain control
over their own lives and invest in their community progression (Ervin & Sheer, 2016). This discussion is significant in the conversation of Black women teacher’s experiences in education because it centers the racialized oppression of Black people in the United States and their attempts
to gain access and equality in education.
Throughout history in the United States, education was a distinct way for southern slave
owners to maintain control within society and perpetuate a cycle of oppression for slaves because
of their lack of access to education and literate opportunities (Ervin & Sheer, 2016, p. 25). In
1670, Virginia created a set of “Slave Codes” that forbid slaves to move freely without a certificate from their slave masters. Slaves were also forbidden to receive education, hold property, and
bear arms. Later, in 1740 after the Stono Rebellion, South Carolina passed similar laws making it
illegal for Black slaves to become literate claiming that it was a “threat to any slaveholding colony” (Rasmussen, 2010, p. 201). From, 1819-1835 with the rise of abolitionist literature and in
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congruence with dominant social attitudes towards Blacks, southern lawmakers began to pass
laws in states like Georgia, Missouri, and North Carolina that prohibited Blacks from meeting for
educational purposes (Mitchell, 2008). The implementation of these laws throughout history signifies the oppression of Black citizens and the resulting social positioning of their presence in education in the United States. These laws also illustrate the historical implications of danger associated with working as a Black teacher in the United States. Because being literate was against
the law in many southern states in the early 1800s, not only was the oppression of Black citizens
in education legal but so was the marginalization of Black teachers because according to the law,
they shouldn’t even exist. However, although Black teachers have been marginalized in educational spaces, they have played consistent roles within and for their communities.
Black teachers existed and influenced Black communities before they were ever seen as
citizens and welcomed into school systems in the United States. Even when enslaved, Black
teachers found ways to become literate and pass along knowledge within their communities, despite being set on the margins of society. Before they had access to reading and writing in public
classroom settings (modern literacy practices), Black women learned and expressed themselves
in ways that allowed them to communicate within their communities and beyond. Royster (2000)
notes during the late 18th and early 19th centuries as Black women, in particular, learned to read
and write, they found ways to teach other members of their communities, claiming that they
“lifted as they climbed.” This practice for Black women was essential for them because they felt
that for them to advance as a people, they must pass along any knowledge or skills gained. As a
result, Black women began to teach members of their communities to value reading and writing
and instill in them the idea that education and literacy was a liberatory practice. Educating their

23
communities equipped them with the tools needed to define themselves and “pursue political,
economic, and social progress” (p. 123).
Later, during the 19th century with the Emancipation Proclamation, Black teachers used
their knowledge and literacy practices as a means to conduct business and work as activists in
their communities, seeking equal citizenship for Black citizens. During this time, Black teachers
used literacy as a means to instill pride within members of the Black community while also creating an awareness that they needed to know how to both read and write to engage in political
discourse. Although, as a result of the Emancipation Proclamation, Black people were no longer
slaves, they were still not given equal access to educational and professional opportunities in the
United States. In the next section of this review, I discuss desegregation in the United States and
the effects that it had on educational opportunities for Black citizens.
Education Through a Racialized Lens
The Brown v. the Board of Education decision had an immediate effect on the security of
jobs for Black teachers and their treatment by schools and district leaders due to the system of
racism that was already in place and that governed U.S. society. Within this section of my literature review, I use a critical race lens to examine the effects of race on Black teachers’ abilities to
find and keep jobs in the post-Brown era. Here, I discuss how the decision in the Brown v. the
Board of Education case resulted in heightened, openly discriminatory practices in the name of
education and what was considered “best” for students. Because my focus within this section is
to argue that race matters, I use Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a lens to examine the literature
and discuss the experiences of Black teachers after the Brown v. the Board of Education decision.
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Critical Race Theory (CRT) originated from Critical Legal Studies (CLS), a movement
that challenged the traditional scholarship focused on policy analysis and the civil rights struggle
of African Americans towards social transformation. While I will not be using this theory as a
method to conduct my study, it is essential to mention here because it examines the direct effects
of race and racism, while simultaneously addressing the hegemonic system of White supremacy
on the “meritocracy” system in institutions in the United States (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004;
Delgado, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1998).
Critical Race Theory supports my argument that race matters in institutionalized spaces
in the United States. This argument is essential in this section of my literature review because it
creates a space to look at the effects of White supremacy, and the limited access to opportunities
in institutionalized spaces for Black citizens in the United States, particularly in schools, which is
significant within my research study centering the experiences of Black women teachers. Before
1896 under the Fourteenth Amendment, Black Americans were not considered equal citizens and
therefore were not allowed, under the laws governing public education, to receive access to public schools and other educational spaces. In the South, the teaching of White children was mainly
in the hands of private groups, and the education of Black citizens was almost nonexistent, with
most members of the community being illiterate (Dudley, 1994). In 1896, however, the Plessy
V. Ferguson case ruled that racially segregated schools were legal as long as the facilities of both
Blacks and Whites were equal or “substantially” equal (p. 67). This decision cited that schools
were to remain separate but were considered to be “equal” under the rule of law. However, although the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling did give Black citizens in the United States access to public
education, the schools within Black communities were not equal to those attended by White citizens.
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Because educational equity was an ongoing issue within the United States following the
Plessy v. Ferguson ruling, Black citizens constantly struggled to gain access to equal educational
opportunities in public institutions located within their communities. Almost 54 years later after
Plessy v. Ferguson, in the early 1950s, Oliver Brown tried to enroll his daughter into a White
neighborhood elementary school instead of the Black school that was over a mile away, because
of proximity and resources. Brown, however, was denied enrollment due to race. When the
school denied Brown, he and many members of the Black community came together and sued
the school district. This resulted in the courts unanimously ruling that the racial segregation of
children in public schools was unconstitutional and that the previous “separate but equal” ruling
within education proved that the experiences of Black students were in fact not equal at all
(Staff, 2009). While this decision seemed to be a win for the Black community as a whole in the
realm of education, the aftermath proved that this decision was problematic, especially for the
livelihood of Black teachers. After the Brown v. the Board of Education ruling, racially segregated schools within the South were found unconstitutional, which meant that it was no longer
legal for school districts to separate students based on race. While this ruling did force classrooms to be integrated for students in the United States, it did not address the implications of integration on the employment of Black teachers. This is where using a critical race lens becomes
significant.
Under the umbrella of Critical Race Theory (CRT), Bell (1980) centered his argument
not solely on race, but on the reality that through race, power is gained or taken away, reinforced
or denied. Ladson-Billings (1998) furthered this discussion by stating it plainly—race matters.
She noted, “despite the scientific refutation of race as a legitimate biological concept and attempts to marginalize race in much of the public (political) discourse, race continues to be a
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powerful social construct and signifier” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 8; Morrison, 1992). Here,
Ladson-Billings acknowledged that while many have argued that race is not grounded in science,
it is however rooted in political and social discourse, signifying differences, and creating grounds
for separation. Because race is rooted in political and social discourse, my argument is substantiated in my claim that race influences the experiences that Black women have while working as
teachers in U.S. schools. Bell (1980) and Ladson-Billings (1998) discussions are pertinent here
because they legitimize the argument that the experiences of Black women teachers in U.S. education differ, and that their experiences are often influenced by their racial identities.
While in his article Bell (1980) explained that associational rights were only the tipping
point in the discussion of race, it additionally contributes to public conversations of how race is
used as forms power, reinforcing the interests of group politics with a racial configuration.
Tillman (2016) affirms this claim in discussing the influence of integration on Black teachers and
their families. In his discussion, he presents a letter written to Ms. Buchanan in 1953 where she
was informed that she would not be offered a contract due to the upcoming Supreme Court decision concerning the integration of schools. Within this letter, Ms. Buchanan, an African American teacher, was informed that due to the potential Supreme Court decision, the school would not
offer her future employment because the city of Topeka would not employ African American
teachers for White students. Tillman (2016) presented this letter to illustrate how cities, during
the 1950s were dismissing Black teachers from schools and “reserving them for their Negro children” instead of keeping them for their White students after integration (p. 281). He stated that
the letter represented the sentiments of many White southerners and their fear of being near
Blacks, teachers, and students alike (Tillman, 2016). But what was not taken into consideration,
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at the time, was how this mass firing threatened the livelihood of Black teachers, their families,
and their communities.
Similarly, Fultz (2004) cites an incident that added to the conversation on the treatment
of Black teachers after integration and the Brown v. the Board of Education case. In December of
1950, the Board of Trustees at the University of Louisville voted to close the segregated, allBlack Louisville Municipal College. As a result, 14 of the African American staff, regardless of
their tenure status, were given severance pay and dismissed. Because of this incident and others
of a similar fashion, Black educators around the United States began to wonder about the consequences of the courts overturning the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision for Black people. Oliver
Cox wrote the first discussion of this concern as it appeared in the Journal of Negro Education in
1951. Fultz (2004) notes that Cox’s argument about the Louisville decision raised “fundamental
issues” in the drive to banish Jim Crow education. He highlighted the violations of “an inchoate
right of Negro students, a vested interest of the Negro facilities and cultural interest of the Negro
people” (Fultz, 2004, p. 12). He later notes that Cox adamantly argued that integration should not
be considered as complete until every effort has also been made to integrate Black faculty. Here,
it is clear that although the legal ruling of Brown v. the Board of Education made efforts towards
integrating Black students in White schools, the courts did not take into consideration the impact
that the decision would have on Black teachers.
Fairclough (2007) further asserts that before integration, segregated schools were a part
of the broader system of White supremacy that oppressed Blacks in every aspect of their lives.
While Black teachers wanted schools integrated because of the opportunities it presented for
their students and their communities; integration altered their positioning as educators. He explains that for about 100 years, between 1870 and 1970, Black teachers instructed the majority of

28

Black students, were community leaders, interracial diplomats, and builders of Black institutions.
Integration undermined those functions of Black teachers and for some brought demotion or dismissal. When the courts decided to integrate schools, the south’s system of White supremacy
was wounded, which contributed to the rise of the Civil Rights Movement. However, the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement and the growing popularity of groups like the NAACP added
another layer of discrimination for Black teachers.
For many Black teachers, the Brown v. the Board of Education decision brought just as
much fear as it did hope (Fairclough, 2007). Black teachers didn’t feel comfortable with the
NAACP’s reassurance that there wouldn’t be many job losses but that if they did lose their positions, they should view it as a sacrifice for a worthy cause. Additionally, some school systems
began to discriminate against teachers who openly associated with the NAACP because of its
role in the Civil Rights Movement. So, although some may suggest that race and racial equality
no longer need to be at the center stage of discussion, (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) maintain
that institutionalized race and racism continue to be “muted and marginalized” (Ladson-Billings
& Tate, 1995; Tillman, 2016). Tate (1997) also contends that despite the salience of race in U.S.
society, institutionalized racism and its effects on marginalized groups remains untheorized as a
topic of scholarly education.
In the next section of this review, I discuss the historical treatment of Black women to
dissect the effects of racism and sexism on their positioning in America.
The Crooked Room: Stereotypes of Black Women in the United States
According to Collins (2000), Barbara Christian asserts that in the United States, the enslaved African woman became the basis for the definition of U.S. society’s other. Further, she
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asserts that it is within this othering that society can maintain controlling images of Black womanhood and provide justification for race, class, and gender oppression. While it may be true that
there has been a shift in the projection of negative images of Black womanhood (Cummings,
1988), the reality is that dominant-negative narratives are embedded in the cultural subconscious
of citizens within the United States. Regardless of a shift in cultural norms, awareness of negative stereotyped images and the thought that others may consequently judge them are enough to
both generate stress and trigger coping mechanisms that threaten the mental and physical health
of Black women (Jerald et al., 2017). The experiences of Black women teachers working in secondary schools are no different because U.S. schools do not exist outside of United States cultural ideologies. In this section of the review, I describe three dominant images that contribute to
the experiences of Black women in the United States. Within these sections, I explain the influence of controlling images and objectification in Black women’s existence, especially for Black
women teacher’s in U.S. schools.
Mammy. Black women in the United States continuously confront stereotypes of their
womanhood that have been projected by mainstream media. The depiction of negative images
informs societal attitudes of what is considered acceptable and unacceptable. Therefore, through
the projection of negative representations of Black womanhood, cultural beliefs are constructed
and normalized. The first negative stereotype that I discuss in this section of the literature review
is the image of the mammy and its significance to Black women’s experiences in the United
States.
According to West (1995), the mammy originated in the south during slavery and is entrenched in southern culture where it is often depicted as, “bandanna clad,” woman whose primary role was domestic service with little to no compensation. The mammy character was to be
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a subordinate, obedient, and nurturing domestic servant who consistently practiced self-sacrifice
as she performed her household duties (Collins, 2000; West, 1995). This persona was created to
justify the economic exploitation of house slaves and sustain Black women’s positioning within
U.S. society, thus restricting them to domestic servitude. It is through this characterization that
Black women’s behavior has been systematically evaluated, placing value on their loving, nurturing, and caring demeanor and accepting her subordination within American culture (Collins,
2000).
Muhammad (2013) asserts that the mammy historically portrayed the Black woman as
emotionally and physically asexual, who often put the needs of the “master” and his family
ahead of herself and her family. This image is significant when discussing the role of Black
women teachers in education in the United States. In combination with images like these, Black
women are often expected to be docile and compliant, as well as sacrifice their time even when
they are over-burdened. As teachers, this stereotype contributes to the expectation that Black
women teachers should be submissive and willing to make sacrifices while working in U.S.
schools. McNeely Cobham and Patton (2015) note that Black women are often asked to serve on
committees and teams that address minoritized issues, or mentor students of color, causing them
to be viewed as a two-for-one deal, although they are often over-worked and underpaid. This
consideration of Black women as a two-for-one deal often leads to teacher burn out and a decrease of Black women in the field.
Loud-talking Sapphire. The second image that dominates Black womanhood is the
loud-talking Sapphire. According to West (1995), the Sapphire image was the antithesis of the
mammy representation as it is portrayed as a hostile nag who is contemptuous of Black men.
This image depicts Black women as dangerous, argumentative, and incapable of controlling their
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emotions (Muhammad, 2013). Thus, it is images like these that explain Black women’s pressure
to avoid getting angry or emotional because of the fear that their feelings may cause them to be
labeled and stereotyped. Fordham (1993) critiques the influence of stereotypes on Black
women’s psyche by describing women’s attempt to avoid being labeled as the desire to “pass.”
In passing, Black women attempt to impersonate or masquerade traits of the dominant White culture to coexist and avoid being marginalized and viewed as an “other” (p. 3). In schools, Black
women teachers often negotiate their identities in hopes of defining themselves as individuals
and reclaiming their humanity.
Jezebel. The last, but equally important image that assaults Black womanhood is the jezebel. Originating as a biblical figure in the Book of Kings, the jezebel was accused of misleading
saints of God into sins of idolatry and sexual immorality (Davis & Tucker-Brown, 2013). Later,
this character became the most overtly sexual image associated with Black women in the United
States. In the media, the jezebel is depicted as a loose woman who is unable to control her sexual
desires. When this narrative is associated with the hypersexual (hooks, 2015a), the seductive depiction of enslaved Black women in the U.S., it perpetuates the belief that Black women are promiscuous and incapable of controlling their sexual desires (Harris, 2015).
As enslaved property, Black women’s value was placed on their capacity to bear children
and on their use as sexual beings. During slavery, White slave owners exercised almost complete
control of Black women’s sexuality and reproduction. Later, these realities were used to inform
the jezebel persona with the media often depicting her as a mixed-race woman who more closely
fit the White standard of beauty (West, 1995). This representation comes full circle when analyzing the discussion of Black women teachers portrayed as hypersexual, especially in instances like
the previously discussed “Teacher Bae.” These occurrences highlight the realities that while the
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United States has made strides to shift dominant attitudes and perceptions, the fact remains that
representation matters. Thus, the characterization of the jezebel coupled with the institution of
slavery and the positioning of the Black woman in the United States brings to light another instance of outrage over Black women’s bodies, positioning, and roles in the United States.
Stereotypes and Black Women Educators
Black women must always be aware of their audience and take into consideration world
views of their identity before they act, and the professional spaces they occupy are no different.
As educators, Black women teachers in the United States are always aware of the historical and
social representations that inform their assumed identities and must do so because the appropriateness of their behavior is measured by norms created and informed by dominant White culture
in the U.S. (Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). In her study, Croom (2017) called for the “experiences of Black women, who have endured early career hurdles to be moved from the margins to
the center to understand the multiple ways institutionalized systems of oppression manifest fully
and operate” (p. 558). She discussed the importance of bringing to the forefront the issues that
Black women in the United States face as educators navigating their careers due to dominant historical narratives, which place Black women at the bottom and characterize their behaviors. The
characterizations of Black women are significant when discussing how Black women navigate
professional spaces, especially as teachers, because their social realities are deeply influenced by
the stereotypes of their identities in United States culture.
Reynolds-Dobbs et al. (2008), continue this discussion arguing, “In regard to the professional profiles of Black working women, their experiences in the workplace are quite different
from other women of color, which may stem from their unique history in America” (p. 130). As
educators, Black women must be aware of the implications that their race has on assumptions
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made about their performance and how that may contribute to existing stereotypes. They maintained that “Black women, find themselves at the intersection of both racism and sexism in the
workplace. Due to their unique dual status as racial and gender minorities, they encounter unique
and unexplored barriers that inhibit their career” (p. 129). These “inhibitors” are represented in
the decreased amounts of mentoring and promotional experience that Black female teachers receive in education (Croom, 2017). Black women faculty are “less likely to be mentored or receive positive collegiality and inclusive environments” (Croom, 2017, p. 561; Reynolds-Dobbs
et al., 2008).
Likewise, McNeely Cobham and Patton (2015) described the disparities that exist for
Black female teachers asserting that Black women often occupy lower positions on the post-secondary level and are not tenured at a rate equivalent to their White counterparts. They further
noted concerns of tokenism, networking, mentoring opportunities, race, and sex discrimination
among factors that contribute to this reality. Here, they recognized that Black women educators
had to work to prove themselves first as a person of color before any consideration could be
made for upward advancement as a result of the racist institutional structure of education. In education, Black women must dispel stereotypes imposed upon them in every arena of their experience. Instead of just working hard to showcase their talents and further themselves in their professions, they must first combat stereotypes like the jezebel, the mammy, and the loud-talking
Sapphire (hooks, 2015a; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). Stereotypes, like those described in the
previous section, can supersede their presence in the workplace and contribute to their workplace
realities. Thus, when discussing Black women who work as teachers in the United States not
only must they work twice as hard as their White counterparts, but they must be able to see and

34

define themselves in spite of dominant White culture. They must be prepared to deconstruct stereotypes of their womanhood at any moment.
In the final section of this review, I discuss the experiences of Black women, first as girls
then as Black women within the United States educational system. In this review of literature, it
was essential for me to discuss the experiences of Black women, first as Black girls then as
Black women, to establish how we come to see and understand ourselves and our presence in educational spaces in the United States. The next section reinforces my awareness of my positioning as a Black woman constructivist, but also the arguments made within Black feminist thought
and Womanism that affirm our shared experiences in society due to our raced and gendered identities.
Black Girls and Women in Education
DuBois (1903) argued there is a double consciousness that exists in African Americans
because of their social realities— [Blacks] must be able to view themselves through the “lens of
the world” as well as through their own eyes. They must be able to understand the duality of
their experience, both as American and as Negro. However, while Dubois describes the double
consciousness of African Americans, Black women’s identities extend beyond this dual lens.
Black women embody multiple identities that always inform their realities. As seen within the
previous section of this literature review, Black women are continuously confronting and coping
with representations of who they are, how they should behave, and their inescapable position as
the “other” in American society.
Within Black Feminist Thought, Collins (2000) extends DuBois’ discussion of double
consciousness in the lives of African Americans, by describing how Black women negotiate their
identities within the multiple spaces that they exist. She asserts that Black women’s lives are a
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“series of negotiations” where they are constantly working to show the world who Black women
are internally, versus how they are objectified and represented as being in society. This is the
Black women’s burden. Black women in the United States must possess Dubois’ double consciousness as they live two lives and maintain multiple identities. They must be aware of the burdens of their sexuality and gendered identities. Therefore, the first life they live in the world is in
and for the world, personifying who they need to be professionally and socially to survive and
progress within the social and societal standards set for them in U.S. society. Then, the second
life, the one that is often othered, is the one they live for themselves, existing “freely” in what
they have determined as “safe spaces” (p. 110- 112). Considering this, in this final section of my
review, I extend that argument and discuss Black women’s experiences in education. I start by
describing their experiences as Black girls in schools to construct a narrative of them as outsiders
and the “other” in U.S institutions. I, then, end with an analysis of incidents involving Black
women as educators in U.S. schools.
Black girls in schools. From childhood to adolescence to adulthood, in the United States
Black women are conditioned to understand their role and positions in society. Through the literature that they read in classrooms and literacy practices in schools, they often confront representations of themselves involving physical characterizations, sexuality, and intelligence, with
beauty and sexuality being the most prevalent (Muhammad, 2015). In these instances, Black
girls, through literacy education, are taught lessons about their identities and the roles that they
are expected to replicate in society. The effects of this hidden curriculum is problematic because
while these representations are not taught explicitly as “appropriateness of character” of identity
behavior expectations, Black girls in schools experience characterizations and representations of
themselves that later contribute to how they, in return, see and understand themselves in different
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spaces. Since the 19th century, literacy has been synonymous with education, therefore in discussing the literacy experiences of Black girls we must consider not only how Black girls are
taught to both read and write, but how they are conditioned to engage in social and cultural literacies of behavior, and educational practices. Because of racism, sexism, and class oppression in
the United States, Black girls experience systemic acts of race, class, gender exclusion and oppression in mainstream educational institutions (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010). It is within
the intersectional realities of their identities within those spaces that they come to understand
how they are positioned within these spaces.
Despite the rhetoric of equal opportunity, public schools in the United States function as
critical agencies that transmit intergenerational attitudes of status so that each group can learn the
intellectual and social skills for roles exhibited by adults of their status configurations (Grant,
1984). Therefore, public schools are not separate from society but are microcosms that portray
attitudes of the broader context in which it exists. Because schools exist within the larger U.S.
society, the beliefs held and practiced within them are shaped by the larger society, affecting the
students and teachers that exist within them.
When discussing the role that education and schooling play in conditioning the social attitudes and behaviors of its students, I first examine how schooling contributes to what Black
girls learn about the appropriateness of their attitudes and behaviors. Blake et al. (2010) discuss
the disproportionate numbers of Black girls disciplining in schools compared to their White and
Hispanic counterparts. Blake et al. examine how Black girls being viewed as more aggressive or
disruptive in classroom settings often result in them receiving more referrals than their peers. In
their examination of this phenomena, Blake et al. discussed how Black girls are often viewed by
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their teachers as more aggressive or disruptive usually due to the teachers lack of cultural awareness or responsiveness, or a lack of classroom management, yet it is the Black girl that is punished. As a result, Black girls are often removed from these academic settings and given behavioral infractions. In instances like these, Black girls begin to experience the stereotype of the
loud-talking Sapphire and being labeled as loud, argumentative, or disruptive. This removal from
educational settings not only reinforces dominant narratives surrounding their behaviors and
identities, but also teaches them that they are outsiders in classrooms because who they are (their
behaviors and attitudes), do not fit into accepted models of the ideal “docile” or “submissive”
student, which renders them unworthy to sit and exist in that space.
Similarly, in Morris (2016) Push Out: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools, she
examines the disparities with experiences of Black girls in schools with their White counterparts.
She explains that when asked about their perceptions of Black girls, a group of college students
described them as “just ghetto” attributing their opinions to the “infamous” representations of the
attitudes of Black women and girls in the media (p. 58). Here Morris (2016) argues that when the
relationships between teachers and students are poor, Black girls may exhibit any number of behaviors to show their dissatisfaction, but that does not mean that they are a problem. However, in
schools, their display of disapproval for their educational mistreatment or othering often results
in them receiving a referral and being removed from the classroom. Again, Black girls are being
seen as a problem in educational settings. These interactions with them, as with any student, do
not occur within isolation but inform how they develop as people. When Black girls are learning
in schools that they are a problem, they sometimes internalize these attitudes, and these experiences can inform the decisions they make and the attitudes they have moving forward.
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Black Women as Teachers. The attitudes from childhood experiences of Black girls
then manifest later in the professional experiences of Black women teachers. Similar to DuBois,
Collins and Bilge (2016) argued that the events and conditions of the social and political lives of
individuals could seldom be understood by one experience. A Black woman’s experiences as a
teacher are multifaceted, involving intersections of who they are as oppressed and marginalized
people, and what they have learned about themselves as Black girls. As they work in schools,
Black women’s understandings of how they are perceived in schools influence their experiences
as teachers, now working in education. The meeting of these identities and their internalized understandings of themselves then creates social implications that must be acknowledged when discussing the professional experiences of Black women teachers because of how they contribute
subconsciously to who they are and how they function.
Watson (2017) argued that “many [Black women] have internalized oppression” that they
must actively process and use to shift their practices. He asserts that Black women educators
contribute to an “intellectual identity” and “political practice” that centers race and challenges
neutral ideologies and practices on education (p. 219). In this argument, Watson (2017) acknowledges that for Black women teachers, they must actively confront and consider the oppression
that they have experienced due to their raced and gendered experiences as Black women in the
United States. Then, in these considerations, Black women teachers must consider confronting
the politics of who they actually are against how society sees them. They must do this addition to
making decisions about pedagogy, curriculum, and educating the students in their classrooms.
Watson (2017) further asserts that because of their position as an oppressed citizen, the factors
that contribute to their decision-making are significant as these “internalized oppressions” are

39

continuously adding to how they respond to the world around them, especially as they navigate
schools in the United States.
Croom (2017) further comments on the oppressions experienced by Black women in
schools as micro-aggressions that Black women face teachers face as she discusses findings from
Black women in her study. She contends, “[participants] were referred to as the darker side of the
hallways” by White colleagues” (p. 573). In her work, she uses this discussion as an example of
the “dysconscious racism” that Black teachers encounter by White faculty, normalizing conversations about the darker skin of their Black peers. By calling their presence the “darker side”
White faculty inappropriately comment on their race and suggest symbolically that their
knowledge shines brighter than their Black colleagues.
Similarly, Jenine, a participant in McNeely Cobham and Patton (2015) study recounted a
racial encounter during her first year at a post-secondary institution. She explains
During my first time in academia as a faculty member...Many of the students could not
cope with the idea of having a Black professor, but some of them also had problems with
me being a female...several White male students...would say they could buy and sell me
or tell me that they were experts and I was not...I’m certain their behavior was based on
both my skin color and gender (p. 39).
In this narrative, Jenine explained how it is not one aspect of her identity that informed her treatment at her institution and the lack of acceptance of her as a professor, but both her gender and
race. Again, it is through experiences like this, where the hierarchical societal attitudes of race
and gender within the United States are highlighted. Here male students felt comfortable discussing the buying and selling of their professor, which was their way of acknowledging their
social positioning as higher than that of their Black professor. Through the institutions of racism
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and sexism in the United States, her students expressed attitudes of citizenship and belonging in
schools over that of their professor
Furthermore, through her understandings of her positioning as dually marginalized, first
being Black and then as female, Jenine understood that her treatment and the attitudes of her students were the results of her positioning due to the legacies of racism, colonization, and patriarchy in the United States. It is incidents like these, and the ones discussed earlier in the review
that illustrate the magnitude of examining the influence of race, class, and gender one’s experiences. Moreover, these texts legitimize the necessity for the experiences of Black women teachers to be centered, researched, and discussed.
In chapter 3, I provide a thorough explanation of the methods I used in my research
study. In chapter 3, I first begin by restating my research questions and my purpose for conducting a study on the experiences of Black women with stereotypes and oppression as teachers in
schools. Next, I discuss the significance of qualitative research methods and narrative inquiry.
Then, I define and discuss sista circles as a methodology and explain why it was an essential
method within my study which centers the voices and experiences of Black women as teachers.
In the final sections of chapter 3, I describe the district where my study took place, my methods
for recruiting participants, the participants, and the methods used for data collection, analysis and
coding.
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3 METHODOLOGY
This chapter describes the methods and procedures that I used in this research study. To
provide an in-depth description of these items, I have arranged this chapter in several sections
that both frame the study and describe my research plan. In the first section, I begin with a discussion on the significance of grounding my research in qualitative methods. In the second section, I describe narrative inquiry and explain how it both afforded opportunities for a study on
the experiences of Black women as teachers in schools and centered the individual voices and
lived experiences of myself and my participants. In the third section, I defined sista circles and
explain how this methodology works well within narrative inquiry, as it also centers the voices of
myself and my participants as we describe how we navigated through school within our experiences and defined ourselves within the context of U.S secondary public schools. In the final sections of this chapter, I describe 1) the school district and community in which my study took
place 2) the participants 3) the methods of recruitment, and selection of participants, and 4) the
methods used for data analysis. The research questions that were used to guide this study are:
1) How have Black women in secondary public schools experienced stereotypes
of Black womanhood and oppression as teachers?
2) How do Black women teachers deconstruct and negotiate stereotypes of Black
womanhood in secondary public schools?
The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of Black women teachers in
secondary schools, to understand their experiences and the impact that they have on their motivation and desires to continue working in schools. This research is essential to the field of education because it adds to the conversations surrounding the recruitment and retention of Black
teachers within the educational workforce. As classrooms across the United States become more
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diverse, reflecting students of color, it is vital for the teachers working in those classrooms to
mirror that diversity as well.
Significance of Qualitative Research Methods
Researchers use qualitative themes or theories to provide broad explanations to study the
culture-sharing behavior and attitudes of a people (Creswell, 2015, p. 64). The researcher then
uses a theoretical lens or perspective that provides a particular orientation for studying questions
of gender, class, race, or any other specialized group. In this case, I used Black feminist thought
and Womanism as theoretical lenses to frame this study centering experiences of Black women
teachers working in secondary public schools located within the southeastern region of the
United States. I needed to use qualitative methods for this study because I relied primarily on human perception and understandings by studying the experiences of Black women working as
teachers as a specialized group (Stake, 2010).
Qualitative methods also allowed me to participate in the research process and group discussions as not only the researcher but also as a member of the same cultural and gender group
as my participants, to incorporate my shared ways of knowing (Collins, 1989). By employing
qualitative research methods, I aimed to add to the professional knowledge of school districts
and school leaders by exploring how we as members of a specialized group, Black women teachers, see ourselves within the context of secondary schooling, and within our district when we
consider our raced and gendered identities. My goal was to not only understand and shed light on
how we see ourselves, but also provide an opportunity for us to name our needs in order to retain
us as Black women teachers in the field of secondary education.
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The exploration and attempts to understand the phenomena that occur within secondary
schools through the storytelling of Black women teachers was central within my research. By using qualitative methods, I explored the experiences with stereotypes and oppression of each
teacher, with the consideration of how they interpret their experiences and come to know and understand their positioning within their schools and their classrooms. Additionally, because qualitative research methods are interpretive, they acknowledge that meanings of incidents are different because each participant comes with their own set of values and views regarding various experiences. With this understanding of interpretation in mind, I acknowledge my subjectivity and
belief in multiple meanings and both individual and collective ways of knowing and understanding (Collins, 2000) as the researcher and as a member of the community of Black women teachers. With this, I considered how experience and context contributed to ways of knowing, interpreting, and understanding the world.
As the researcher examining our voices and shared ways of knowing, I make these considerations when thinking about my participant’s stories as well as the background and cultural
knowledge that influence how we each analyze and interpret our experiences. In qualitative research, the person is the instrument. Therefore, the experiences of the participants within this
study are defined and redefined by what we see and hear within the context of our individual and
collective interpretations as Black women teachers working in secondary schools. In qualitative
ways of knowing, the perception of each participant matters, my experience, and knowledge as a
Black woman teacher matters, and each is of equal value and tells a story of importance within
this space (Stake, 2010).
Further, I was forced to be critically conscious of my subjectivities and positionality.
Within this process and experience, I was aware that each was being defined continuously and
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redefined as I too existed in these vulnerable spaces. Throughout this work, I was forced to reflect and re-examine all while functioning as the researcher as well. As I explored their stories
and experienced their vulnerabilities along with my own, I had to be mindful of the role that my
positioning and subjectivities had on my interpretations as I conducted my study and gained further insight and understanding. By using multiple teachers as participants, including my values
and views, and using Black feminist thought and Womanism as my theoretical lenses, I aimed to
develop themes from our experiences through triangulation and to provide support for why individual ways of knowing communal dialogue and understandings matter. Triangulation also
helped me to recognize what things needed more explanation and further research.
Qualitative studies are experiential and based on the personal construction of
knowledge (Stake, 2010). As I previously discussed, I am a constructivist, so I value how a person comes to know what they know through their interactions with others and the world around
them. Qualitative methods and theories directly align with my epistemological standpoints, and
it was important that as a researcher, I used methods that supported my positions and beliefs
about how one constructs knowledge, interprets, and understands the world and themselves
within the world. By employing qualitative methods, I acknowledge that my study provides descriptions of situational interpretations within a phenomenon that I present for others to potentially modify their understandings.
While Black women teachers have been active in education and their communities since
before they were legally allowed to either read or write (Giddings, 1996; Jones Royster, 2000),
their stories of experience have often been left out of dominant narratives, or told for them
(McCluskey, 2014). By grounding my research in Black feminist thought and Womanism while
employing qualitative methods, I aimed for my study to create a space where Black women
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teachers could “take back” their stories (hooks, 1989), tell them in a manner and space that honors their voices and their ways of interpreting and understanding the world (Collins, 2000), and
centers them in academia.
In the next section, I describe narrative inquiry and explain how it afforded opportunities
for a study on the experiences of Black women teachers in high schools within the United States
to be performed.
Narrative Inquiry
Narrative Inquiry “provides an effective way to undertake the systematic study of personal experiences and meaning” (Kramp, 2004, p. 104). Through this method, the researcher understands and makes meaning from experience through interpreting the experiences of participants rather than through science and logic aimed at predicting and controlling outcomes.
Through the use of narrative, the participants’ voices have power. Within narrative inquiry, the
perspective and experiences of each participant are centered within the research, and the phenomena studied (Polkinghorne, 1989). Therefore, by bounding my study in these theoretical and
methodological ways, the lived experiences of myself and my participants as Black women
teachers are significant because it places value on stories told by us, from our perspectives, and
both our shared and individual understandings of what it means to survive and thrive as Black
women working as teachers in the secondary realm of United States public schooling (Seiki,
2014). These methods allowed me as the researcher to center my research questions and examine
how race, gender, historical, and sociocultural contexts influence our interpretations of our marginalized experiences within institutional spaces, and the steps that we take to navigate our day
to day experiences within that space (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Through the principles of this
method, participants’ stories are interpreted against the sociopolitical contexts of time and place.

46

Thus, how we react to and from situations within the workplace, how we perceive others behavior towards us, and how the intersections of our identities influence our actions and reactions
matter.
Second, narrative inquiry invites reflection (Kramp, 2004). In chapter 1, I described the
significance of Hurston (1937) using Janie Mae as the protagonist of her novel Their Eyes were
Watching God to reflect and recount her journey within the text. I further explained that Hurston
decided to center a Black woman’s voice to tell her own story and define her truth as she reexamined her experiences within society that became significant. By using narrative inquiry as my
research method, I also intentionally placed value on the stories that each participant tells as they
narrate their experiences of working as teachers in secondary public schools. Montero and Washington (2011) assert that narrative inquiry values the participant’s ability to tell their experience
through story and narrative. They explain that narrative inquiry is a way of knowing and writing
allowing the explorations of questions that lead to an understanding of human experiences and
their impact on the past, present and future experiences of both researchers and participants alike.
Through narratives and reflection, participants ask questions, share the why and how their experiences, begin to create meaning, and thus define themselves within the research.
The focus that narrative inquiry places on experience also lends itself to a discussion of
narrative knowing. In contrast to the idea that knowledge is a thing to possess, narrative knowing creates a relationship between knowing and acting (Polkinghorne, 1989). Wells (2000) argued, “knowledge is created and recreated between people as they bring [together] their personal
experience and information derived from other sources” (Wells, 2000, p. 67). As a constructivist
and a researcher situating myself within a qualitative space, I acknowledge the relationship be-
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tween knowing and acting. Further, I believe that people began to know because they have experienced, and their knowledge is constructed because meaning is created through these interactions (John-Steiner & Meehan, 2000), and the stories that they tell through their lens. Therefore,
when discussing the experiences of Black women as teachers working in secondary public
schools in the United States, context as well as personal experience, whether past or present, always matters.
Similar to how oral history plays a central role in indigenous societies, it is the most important aspect of narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connally, 2004). The way people come to know
about a culture, society, behaviors, and attitudes was previously through oral narratives that described incidents and occurrences within communities. This idea has since been transformed into
a discussion of narrative knowing—using stories to explain the behaviors and attitudes of a particular group or community (Polkinghorne, 1989). For a person to know about a community or
behavior, they must first learn about the context and actions of the situation being described.
They must then listen to and value the perspective of the story being narrated as a “truth” as told
by the participant, and they must learn from it. Using narrative knowing through narrative inquiry in a study of the experiences of Black women teachers in secondary schools brings different cultures face to face with the aim of understanding their perspectives as Black women who
work as teachers (Conle, 2001).
I argue that when narrative inquiry is used to describe the experiences of Black women
teachers working in secondary schools located within the United States, issues of race, class, and
gender must invite conversations of school culture and support for those teachers. I contend that
the process of narrative inquiry provides the researcher with opportunities to not only to listen to
the “truths” about schooling through the lens of Black women teachers but also provides insight
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for school and district leaders on their needs and attitudes as a historically marginalized group in
hopes of effecting change.
In the next section, I discuss narrative knowing and its significance within sista circles as
an appropriate for this work.
Sista Circle Methodology
For this study, I used sista circles as a methodology bounded in narrative inquiry to understand how Black women teachers negotiate their identities, confront stereotypes of Black
womanhood, and navigate their way through public high schools as teachers located within the
same school district in the southeastern region of the United States. Originating in the late 1800s,
sister circles were created in response to African American women’s exclusion from White
women’s and Black men’s social clubs (Giddings, 1996). While participating in sister circles,
African American women came together as a support group, drawing upon the strength and courage found within their friendship networks to discuss the many topics that plagued their lives
both personally and socially, like equal rights (Neal-Barnett et al., 2010). In the late 1800’s the
need for sister circles and Black women’s suffrage became especially important with the adoption of the 14th and 15th Amendments, which ensured the equal employment of emancipated
slaves. The adoption of these Amendments sparked anger amongst White women during the
Woman’s Suffrage movement because of the inclusion of the word sex in Title VII of the
Amendment which also prohibited gender discrimination between the sexes.
While the Woman’s Suffrage movement fought for equal employment rights of White
women in America, it did not acknowledge needs of African American women. Thus, sister circles were a way for African American women as activists within their communities to come to-
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gether to discuss the issues that uniquely impacted them, while providing spaces for them to organize and challenge American racism, sexism, classism to uplift themselves and their communities (Giddings, 1996; Johnson, 2015).
For my research, I employed a sista circle methodology in the form of kitchen table conversations to center the experiences of Black women teachers working in secondary public
schools. In describing the use of a sista circle as a methodology, I acknowledge here, that the use
of the term sista instead of sister is my way of decolonizing the mind (Evans-Winters, 2019) and
talking back in research spaces that have previously omitted the voices of Black women’s experiences as teachers. By using the term sista instead of sister, I reaffirm the identities, experiences,
and histories of Black women teachers across the diaspora and further defining two central tenets
that make sista circles a unique and specialized methodology. First, while a sister circle does create a space for women with shared interests to come together to discuss their experiences related
to issues that impact their daily lives (Johnson, 2015; Neal-Barnett et al., 2011), the use of the
word sister is not specific to one culture or group. It merely acknowledges that the person is female.
Johnson (2015) explains that Black women use the term “sista” as an identification of
solidarity and connection they feel because of their shared raced, gendered, and classed identities
and experiences. Likewise, according to Haddix (2012), the term sista is used among women
who identify and feel a connectedness because of their social, political, and gendered identities,
which impact their daily interactions. Therefore, I transform Johnson’s (2015) definition of
the sista circle methodology and define it as a method that centers the experiences of Black
women specifically, acknowledging that all women within the circle are cis-gendered, of African
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descent, and either identify as Black and or African American. Additionally, within the sista circle, these women come together to discuss their racialized and gendered experiences openly with
members of the same group in order to provide support for one another and work through the issues that impact their social, professional and personal lives.
For me, in defining a sista circle methodology emphasis must be placed on the method
actively creating a safe space for Black women to come together to discuss their experiences
openly and authentically. These conversations are not structured activities, nor do they intend to
place a monolithic view on the experiences of Black women. Instead, sista circles acknowledge
the individuality and power in Black women’s storytelling of their lived experiences, centering a
structure that affords them opportunities to discuss their authentic selves—how they see themselves within society, how they understand their positioning within that society, and how they
navigate the spaces in which they exist. Here, I must discuss my intentional use of the term sista
instead of sister because it connotes the shared raced, gendered, and sociocultural experiences of
my participants as Black women working in American schools. Through the use of the colloquial
term sista which signifies Black women and their innate sisterhood due to their racialized identities, the Black women teachers volunteering to participate in this research study acknowledge
their shared experiences as Black women working within the same district as high school teachers and the innate bond they share because they are Black women working and belonging to the
same profession.
Additionally, it is also essential for me to explain that within my definition of a sista circle as a method of inquiry, one must understand that a member must be born into this group as
either an African American woman or a woman of African descent. One cannot gain access
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through completing a task or deciding one day that they would like to exist within it. This distinction is the second yet most significant aspect of the sista circle methodology because it considers the innate positioning of the participants and the researcher and values the role of historical influence on their experiences due to their racialized and gendered positioning at birth. While
the sister circle method can be replicated within other communities and groups of women, a sista
circle method cannot because it places value on the unique experiences and sense of belonging
that Black women have as sistas within a shared space. Thus, the sista circle methodology centers their racialized and gendered identities and acknowledges the historical positioning and experiences (Collins, 2000) of these women in the United States which creates an opportunity to
examine how those experiences impact the realities of working Black women teachers today (Johnson, 2015).
Further, when discussing sensitive topics such as the raced, classed, and gendered experiences in schools of Black women as teachers, a method that focuses on the establishment, and
existing in and belonging to a “safe space” or a space where the participants feel comfortable to
openly share and discuss their feelings on a given topic (Clandinin et al., 2007) must be employed. Therefore, I further explain the significance of sista circle as a form of inquiry and methodology because it provides opportunities for sister-to-sister talk to take place. Few, Stephens,
and Rouse-Arnett (2003) explain that in sister-to-sister talk, congenial conversations about life
lessons are shared between Black women. Thus, because of our shared race and gender, in using
the sista circle methodology, I as a researcher was able to get around some of the boundaries that
emerge between Black women in the researcher-informant relationship, because I too am
a sista within the space (Few, Stephens, & Rouse-Arnett, 2003, p. 205). Because I am a Black
woman teacher-researcher, my use of the sista circle methodology was ideal because, in its
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framework, it acknowledges the fictive kinship (Dillard, 2012) that exists between myself and
my participants. I possess insider access in this area of sisterhood because of our shared experiences as members of the same historically marginalized group and am also a teacher working in
this district that can add to the feelings of “safeness” within this study.
Sista circles as a methodology bounded in narrative inquiry was selected for this study
because it affords the opportunities of the participants to provide detailed descriptions of their
experiences and retell stories using words and images in a manner that only they, as those who
experienced it, could share with someone who also shares their same role within their school district. Qualitative methods such as narrative inquiry and sista circles allow both the participants
and the researcher to explore and understand the tensions created between space, time, people,
and action and further examine the ongoing, simultaneous meanings created within those contexts for all parties involved.
Not a focus group. While a sista circle does employ some tenets of focus group style inquiry to engage participants in group discussions about their experiences as teachers working in
the same school district, a sista circle is not a focus group, and therefore has characteristics that
allowed me as the researcher to engage with my participants beyond the traditional role as researcher and observer. Foremost, it centers my identification as a Black woman researcher and
my belonging to the community of my participants as a Black woman teacher. Within this methodology, I had Black women teachers come together to discuss issues that are pertinent to our
experiences, both shared, and as individuals working in secondary schools within the same
school district. While I sometimes acted as a moderator within the sista circle in order to encourage my participants to dig deeper into their experiences and explanations, I also actively engaged
as a participant in the discussion of topics throughout the study.
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Similar to a focus group, I relied heavily on the interaction of the group to stimulate participants to think beyond their private thoughts, articulate their opinions, and begin to examine
how each of our experiences contributes to both individual and shared ways of knowing, and understanding the world. By acknowledging that Black women, due to our raced, classed, and gendered experiences in America possess a shared way of knowing, I am also creating an opportunity to examine how the ancestral voice and acts of “remembering” that Dillard (2012) and
Royster (2000) argue as distinct features of the Black woman’s experiences in America. It is
also important to note that in using sista circles as a method of inquiry because I am also Black
woman teacher who works within this district, I was able to contribute to the conversation as a
member of this community. I, however, did not pose formal questions to the group. The sista circle functioned as an informal conversation with natural ebbs and flows, freely moving wherever
the conversation led.
Here, my positionality and identification are significant when considering how the sista
circle method differs from traditional focus groups and creates boundaries while also creating innate opportunities for citizenship within this space. The use of this method centered the value of
community and citizenship within the Black community and celebrated Black women’s ability to
self- identify, name, and participate in discourse freely in a space that values the natural nuances
of Black women’s conversations. While the sista circle is a method of inquiry that is similar to a
focus group, I did not employ the use of probes nor did I use multiple groups of participants to
understand a phenomenon—which is a distinct characteristic of a focus group. For me as a researcher centering my work on the experiences of secondary Black women teachers, it is essential that I clearly explain what a sista circle is, the benefits of employing this form of inquiry,
while also explaining what it is not. The sista circle method acknowledges that I am a member
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of the community in which I am examining while also allowing me to participate in the group
discussion because of my shared experience as a member of the same race and gendered group as
her participants.
However, while the members within the sista circle do come with some shared experiences as members of the same race, gender, and profession, it is not the goal of the sista circle to
see how a participant’s response influences other participants stated opinion, which also is opposite of the purpose of traditional focus groups (Kleiber, 2004). The goal is to have Black women,
who share raced and gendered experiences come together and critically discuss their experiences.
In this case, it was experiences related to oppression and stereotypes. This is significant because
of the group style setting of the sista circle that can cause it to be easily mistaken for a focus
group because of its similarity in visual presentation. Instead, the sista circle methodology aims
to provide a space for Black women to share their perspectives and opinions while serving as
sources of support and insight for one another by forging bonds through their shared experiences
and commonalities (Johnson, 2015).
Epistemological Connection of Sista Circles to Narrative Inquiry
Both sista circles and narrative inquiry stem from the epistemological view that meaning,
and knowledge are constructed through interaction and dialogue; they both stem from constructivist ideologies of learning and ways of knowing (Johnson, 2015). In each, value is placed on
context, and how society has shaped the participant's way of knowing and understandings of how
they should engage with it (Crotty, 1998). As a researcher using narrative inquiry to understand
the experiences of Black women as teachers, it was important that I listened to and understood
my participant’s perspective to avoid changing the participants “authentic” voice because to do
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so would be to do the participant a disservice. Additionally, doing so would change how the participant described an experience within a society and the meaning constructed from it. Further,
sista circles allow for members of a collective society, in this case, Black women teachers in one
school district, to come together and discuss their experiences as insiders within the context of
secondary schooling. As a methodology, sista circles creates opportunities for open dialogue to
be had about their “truths” within the context of schools, no matter how controversial that “truth”
may be.
Finally, both narrative inquiry and sista circles possess a level of intentionality. In narrative inquiry, the researcher must intentionally make decisions about how to represent the stories
told by participants and consistently member check to ensure the accuracy of those stories. In doing so, I was always be aware of my personal beliefs, values, and biases as a Black woman
teacher and how those biases influence my view of the world and the stories being told. If I did
not first acknowledge these factors, I would not have been able to critically analyze and value the
participant’s individual experience. It was critical that I first understand the role that my values
and experiences contributed to my interpretations and understandings of the stories being told.
Likewise, the participants must intentionally be open to question how and why they have constructed meaning in the way that they have. They must be open and honest about how their biases, beliefs, experiences, and especially their culture, race, and gender have contributed to how
they interpret their interactions. They must, additionally, question themselves and consider which
factors of their experience, past or present, have shaped their identities and how they view themselves within the world. The acts of questioning oneself create a sense of vulnerability because
there is an awareness and honesty about one’s subjectivity that occurs within both narrative inquiry and sista circles.
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Because I am aware that discussing such topics may create feelings of anxiety or uneasiness if my participants did not want to share aloud; they were given the option to share their
thoughts and feelings in private voice memos. Voice memos created a safe space because it gave
the participants another opportunity to share their reflections and ideas. Reflection is a component within the sista circle. The voice memos did not take away from the sista circle but gave the
participants another opportunity to both reflect and engage in a conversation about the topics being discussed. Within this study, I functioned as both the researcher and a participant.
In the next section, I provide context of the school district where I conducted my study.
Context of School District
This study involved participants employed in high schools located in a district located in
the southeastern region of the United States. The school district consists of nearly 30,000 students and over 3,000 employees. According to a 2013 census, this district reports their teacher
demographics to be 52% White, 39.5 % Black, 1.4 % Asian, and 8.4 % Hispanic. Additionally,
in 2015, the median household income for this area was over $54,000. When examining the education levels of adults in this district, the same census data reports having 51% of adults with
some college experience.
Next, I show figures (see figures 1-5) that represent each high school located within this
district from the Governor’s Office of Student Achievement to illustrate the number of certified
teachers by race, listed by school from 2010 to 2018. Figures 1-5 illustrate the number of certified teachers by race employed at each high school where my study took place. These figures
show how over the last seven years, from 2010 to 2017, the Tripton County school district has
overwhelmingly employed White teachers in comparison to any other race of teachers within the
district.
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Figure 1. Number of Certified Teachers by Race at Ridgetown High School from 2011 to
2017.
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Figure 1. This figure displays the percentages of each certified employees by race at
Ridgetown high school from 2011 to 2017. Unlike figures 2-5, this figure does not illustrate data from 2010 because Ridgetown High school did not open until the 2010-2011
school year.

Figure 2. Number of Certified Teachers by Race at Windsor Forrest High School from
2010 to 2017.
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Figure 2. This figure displays the percentages of each certified employees by race at
Windsor Forrest High School from 2010 to 2017.
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Figure 3. Number of Certified Teachers by Race at Appleton High School from 2010 to
2017.
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Figure 3. This figure displays the percentages of each certified employees by race at Appleton High School from 2010 to 2017.

Figure 4. Number of Certified Teachers by Race at Cedargate High School from 2010 to
2017.
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Figure 4. This figure displays the percentages of each certified employees by race at
Cedargate High School from 2010 to 2017.
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Figure 5. Number of Certified Teachers by Race at Wingate High School from 2010 to
2017
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Figure 5. This figure displays the percentages of each certified employees by race at
Wingate High School from 2010 to 2017.

Figures 1-5 are significant because they mirror national statistics of teachers employed in
the United States being predominately White and non-Hispanic (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). However, while these figures illustrate the consistent numbers of White, non-Hispanic teachers, employed within the Tripton County school district, they also shows that the teacher workforce
within the county is not responding to the changing demographics needs of its student population.
In figures 6-12, I provide figures with data from the National Center for Education Statistics that illustrate student demographics by race within the Tripton County school district from
2010 to 2016.
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Figure 6. 2010 Report of Tripton County Student Demographics by Race.
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Figure 6. This figure displays the racial demographics of student enrolled in Tripton
County schools in 2010.

Figure 7. 2011 Report of Tripton County Student Demographics by Race.
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Figure 7. 2011 This figure displays the racial demographics of student enrolled in Tripton County schools in 2011.
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Figure 8. 2012 Report of Tripton County Student Demographics by Race.
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Figure 8. This figure displays the racial demographics of student enrolled in Tripton
County schools in 2012.

Figure 9. 2013 Report of Tripton County Student Demographics by Race.
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Figure 9. This figure displays the racial demographics of student enrolled in Tripton
County schools in 2013.
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Figure 10. 2014 Report of Tripton County Student Demographics by Race.
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Figure 10. This figure displays the racial demographics of student enrolled in Tripton
County schools in 2014.

Figure 11. 2015 Report of Tripton County Student Demographics by Race.
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Figure 11. This figure displays the racial demographics of student enrolled in Tripton
County schools in 2015.
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Figure 12. 2016 Report of Tripton County Student Demographics by Race.
2016 R eport of
Tri pt on C ount y S t udent Dem ographi cs by R ace
Cedargate High School

Ridgetown High School

AMERICAN INDIAN BLACK STUDENTS

HISPANIC
STUDENTS

WHITE STUDENTS

50

77

45

85
64

148

341

276

381

173

231

150

138

426

1269
854

784
482
0

7

3

2

0

Windsor Forrest High School

1062

Appleton High School
1309

Wingate High School

MULTIRACIAL

Figure 6. This figure displays the racial demographics of student enrolled in Tripton
County schools in 2015.
As shown in Figures 6-12, the student population over the last six years within the Tripton County school district consists predominately of students of color. When comparing the student demographics population by race to the teacher demographics population by race within the
Tripton County school district (see figures 1-5), readers see that while more students of color are
entering classrooms within this county, teacher demographics remain overwhelmingly stagnant,
and predominately White.
Methods of Recruitment
Participants for this study were identified through county affiliation. Because the goal of
this study was to examine the experiences of Black women teachers when considering their race
and gender, it was imperative that each participant not only be a woman and self-identify as
Black and/or of African descent, but they must also work for the same district. By involving
teachers within the same district, I was able to use my understanding of district demographics
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(both historical and current) to inform my analysis of how Black women teachers experience stereotypes and oppression within schools within the same county, and how across the district they
navigated those experiences.
The district that I conducted my research in has a predominately White population, which
means that my participants are minorities within that space. Details like this are significant because, within Black feminist thought and Womanism, I could examine how these factors did and
do contribute to how Black women see and understand the world while navigating their daily
lives as teachers. I recruited participants by sending an email throughout the school district inviting Black women secondary teachers to participate in this research study. Within this email, I
asked my participants to meet the following criteria:
·

Have a minimum of three years of teaching experience

·

Be of African descent or identify as African American and/or a part of the African Diaspora

·

Identify as a cisgender woman

·

Be currently employed as a Tripton County high school teacher

Additionally, I informed potential participants of the purpose of my research study, my goals,
and the proposed calendar for completion.
Participants
In narrative inquiry and focus group style studies, it is suggested to use between 7-12 participants in order for themes to emerge (Kleiber, 2004), however for my study I aimed to have
five to six participants. I made this decision with the consideration of the time commitments that
I was asking of my participants, the county testing schedule, and the projected time that I desired
to complete this study. Within one week of sending the recruitment email to teachers in the
county, I had six Black women employed as high school teachers within the Tripton County
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school district who volunteered. I made the seventh participant. As I prepared to schedule preinterviews, one of the women who initially agreed to participate in the study decided not to participate because she was pregnant, and her doctor appointments were becoming more frequent.
Therefore, for the remainder of the study, I had six participants in total, including myself.
For the pre and post-interviews, I met with each teacher at a location of their choice. For
the sista circle portion of this study, we met in a closed room at the county aquatic center from
5:00pm-6: 30 pm for three consecutive Wednesdays during the Spring semester. Table 1 lists the
sample of participants used within this study.
Table 1. Participant Demographics
Name

Age Subject

Ethnicity

Years of
Experience

Milan

27

American Liter- African
ature
American

4

School

Appleton
High
School
th
Michelle
48
9 Grade Liter- African
25 Ridgetown
ature
American
High
School
Brittney
31
American/ AP
African
5 Appleton
Government
American
High
School
Bianca
30
9th Grade Liter- African
8 Appleton
ature
American
High
School
Genois
40
Spanish
African
18 Appleton
American
High
School
Joyce
39
AP StatisCaribbean
14 Cedargate
tics/Accelerated
High
Pre-Calculus
School
During the pre-interviews (see Appendix A), each participant was asked why they agreed to participate in this study. Consistently, each participant explained, in their own way, that they
thought the study seemed interesting because it centered their experiences as Black women
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working as teachers. They also said that they thought it would be interesting to meet and hear
about the experiences of other Black women teachers across the county at their respective
schools.
At the conclusion of the study, while conducting post-interviews, I revisited their reasons
for participating in the study and asked each participant about their experience and the stories
shared within the sista circle (see Appendix B). Here, each teacher explained that they appreciated the level of effort that was put into creating a comfortable space for them to share their experiences. Each also discussed how valuable it was for them to have their feelings, experiences,
and understandings affirmed by other Black women teachers within the county.
In the next section, I discuss the methods and artifacts used for data collection.
Data Collection
I used multiple methods to create triangulation or convergence of sources as the participants discussed their experiences as Black women teachers working in secondary public schools.
Table 2 lists the data source and artifacts used within this study.
Table 2. Data Sources and Artifacts
Data Source
Pre-interview
Sista Circle Group Interview
Post-Interview
Analytic memos
Field Notes

Artifact
Audio recording
Video recording
Audio recording
Audio recording
Audio recording
Researcher Notebook

While I do list video recordings as artifacts in Table 2, they were used solely for the purpose of catching nonverbal expressions, and to verify voice and responses of each participant.
This verification aided in the narrative processes that I used to analyze my data during my cycles
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of coding. These video recordings were not shared amongst the group or with anyone else outside of myself. For my sista circle dinner table conversations, it was vital for me to capture nonverbal expressions and responses of my participants while in conversation. As humans, we often
respond through our bodies without the use of words, our nonverbal responses sometimes led to
a more extensive discussion about what was actually said versus what was not (Jackson,
2014). Additionally, as Black women, we often make nonverbal signals of agreeance, contempt,
and frustration as we participate in communal dialogue. These forms of nonverbal communication also capture our emotions and depict our agreeance or disapproval of and with topics being
discussed. Thus, nonverbal responses were just as significant as verbalized responses. Capturing these moments allowed me as the researcher to dig deeper and ask “why” or “how” questions
in moments of silence. Below, I explain how I conducted the pre- and post-interviews and the
structure of the sista circles.
Interview Cycles
Pre-interview(s). Before my study began, I interviewed each participant individually to
gather their background information (e.g., marital status, educational background, teaching experience), to describe the communities they grew up in, and to describe how their experiences
within educational spaces as Black girls influenced their pedagogical practices, as well as how
they learned to negotiate their identities as Black girls in institutionalized spaces. This portion of
the study was significant because it lends to later discussions during sista circles of how each
teacher thought their educational experiences as girls influenced how they navigate different aspects of schools today. It also encouraged them to reflect on their past experiences and to remember some of their initial encounters in American schools and with American schooling and
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social practices. I also asked about their marital status to further examine if and how their experiences working as teachers in schools affect their home lives, In conducting my pre-interviews, it
was vital for me to encourage my participants to engage in the act of remembering to actively
push them to critically analyze how and why they make individual decisions within their lives as
Black women teachers. This act of remembering proved to be significant in later group discussions during the sista circle cycle group dinner table conversations.
Again, it was crucial for me as the researcher to get to know my participants as individuals as much as possible during the pre-interview process because feelings of comfort, trust, and
belonging are integral components of my research study. Therefore, each pre-interview was
semi-structured so that the participants would feel free to discuss some topics in more detail than
others as their comfort allowed, as well engage me in the conversation with questions of their
own, if they desired. The semi-structure of the pre-interviews also afforded the participants with
the opportunity to skip over any questions that they did not feel comfortable answering. To
schedule my pre-interviews with each participant, I created a Calendly.com account which allowed me to set dates and times of my availability for participants to choose from, create a link,
and send out to each participant for them to click and schedule their one-on-one pre-interview.
Once the individual participant selected a day and time within the Calendly platform, they then
typed in a location where they desired to meet. While preparing for my pre-interviews, I paid
very close attention to the amount of choice that I offered for my participants. Because Black
women are a vulnerable population, I wanted to establish from the first encounters with my participants that would increase the likelihood that I’d earn their trust and remind them of their
rights and abilities to make choices and decisions on their own—even when considering a comfortable space for them to participate in their first one-on-one interview.
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Again, while the goal of my pre-interview was to gain some initial background information on the participants, it was also intended to begin to establish trust and comfort which is
essential in a qualitative study (Saldaña, 2016). As I began my pre-interviews, I quickly found
that each of my participants was excited to discuss their experiences as Black women high
school teachers. They each were open, engaged, and curious about the implications of this study
and how it could potentially positively impact their experiences as Black women in educative
spaces. Each of the pre-interviews was conducted face-to-face and ranged from 30-60 minutes.
The interviews were audio recorded. I began by reading a script at the beginning that thanked the
participant for agreeing to participate and informed them that at any time they could both refuse
to answer or stop the interview (Yin, 2014). After each interview, I transcribed the data for the
individual participants pre-interview questions (see Appendix A), and then followed up with
each participant by sending them a copy of their transcript by email for verification of their actual words.
While my initial intention for sending copies of the pre-interviews to my participants before we began our sista circle conversations was to show my ethical practices as a researcher, I
quickly found that there was a level of trust that was established during my pre-interview cycle
that I did not initially account for nor was I aware of. For each of my participants that I sent a
copy of their pre-interview transcript, they responded with a resounding, “Oh girl I trust you” or
“I’m not worried, I know you got it right,” or “Looks good to me! What’s next!” For me as a researcher, this act of member checking and affirmation from my participants early in the study,
spoke to the power of shared experiences and inherent sense of community that traditionally exists among Black women. It was later confirmed, during my sista circle dinner table conversations, that it was my identification as a Black women teacher and the reality that I worked
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amongst my participants in the same school district that created feelings of safety and care. This
significance of this phenomena will be discussed in chapter 5. Each pre-interview took place in
April 2019.
Sista circles. For my research my sista circles needed to take place in a space where my
participants could feel safe to discuss their experiences openly and authentically. It was also important for me as a researcher to host the sista circles in a setting that did not subconsciously play
into the power dynamics of American culture as schools and other institutionalized spaces do for
populations of color. It is because of this and the history of Black women’s experiences with sexism (hooks, 2015a, 2015b; Lorde, 2007) and the racialized terror (Evans-Winters, 2019) that
Black women in particular experience in institutionalized spaces within the United States that I
chose not to hold my sista circles within a school building. Instead, I chose to host the sista circles at the county recreational center. In preparing for this portion of my study, I acknowledged
the level of vulnerability that I was asking of myself and my participants. (Seiki, 2014). Therefore, for the Black women teachers volunteering to participate in my study, I consciously chose a
setting that would create a welcoming space, hopefully allowing them to move their voices from
the margins of educational discourse to the center (Carmona & Luschen, 1968). My participants
worked at secondary schools throughout the county; thus, I triangulated data and identified
themes within their narrated experiences. The rationale behind this decision was to use teachers
that work in the same school district but at different schools in order to allow them not only to
recount their individual stories of experience but to also weave a shared narrative of their experiences within a larger setting of a school district. By doing so, I hoped to gain a better understanding of the phenomena that is occurring within that context and space (Seiki, 2014).
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Sista circles were the primary method of data collection in this study. I held three sista
circle dinner table conversations on three consecutive Wednesday’s during April 2019 from
5:00-6:30. The participants met three times as a group so that I could examine our collective experiences as members of the same school district. In preparing to conduct the sista circle dinner
table conversations, there were specific details that I paid attention to in order to make sure that I
was seen as a member of the group and not as an outsider or person of power considering my
role as the researcher. Additionally, I was very conscious of the historical racialized and gendered experiences of Black women in institutionalized spaces. When designing the structure of
my sista circles, I wanted to be sure that whatever the structure, it established not only a “safe
space” for my participants but allowed my participants to have vulnerable sometimes intense
conversations in a setting that allowed for open dialogue and conversations to occur without
worry of surroundings or implications of the setting (Haddix, 2012). With this in mind, as I prepared to conduct my sista circle conversations, I paid attention to both location and setting. In
conducting the sista circles, I held these group dinner table conversations in a neutral location so
that my participants wouldn't feel restricted by a school setting or classroom setting. I also prepared a three-course dinner each week for the participants because I wanted to recreate the types
of conversations that occur when Black women participate in kitchen table talks (Haddix, McArthur, Muhammad, Price-Dennis, & Sealey-Ruiz, 2016a).
Context
For the sista circles, we met three times, in a closed room, over a one-month period at the
county aquatic center. For each sista circle, I prepared a three-course meal, set up a buffet style
banquet table, and formally set the table with tablecloths, dinner forks, spoons, and napkins, and
a main course dinner plate accompanied by both a salad and dessert plate. I also placed candles
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and lanterns in the center of the table to decrease the staleness of being in a backroom at a recreation center. In setting up the room for the sista circles, it was important for me to create an environment where each of the Black women teachers within this study felt celebrated and appreciated for participating, especially since Black women teachers are often overlooked in education.
In structuring the kitchen table talks, I aimed to make the room and table feel more like friends
having dinner at a restaurant instead of a researcher conducting a study in an unfamiliar location.
I was mindful that because I would have Swivls set up around the room to video record our sessions, as well as voice recorders on the table, the room décor needed to be as welcoming as possible, to center our conversations and make the fact that we were there to participate in a research
study a minor detail.
While my initial plan was to have us seated and talking around a circular dinner table,
we ended up using a rectangular table because there were no circular tables available. As a result,
I also made the decision to have three chairs placed on each side of the table. I did this to ensure
that neither I, nor any other participant, was placed in a position of power by being seated at the
head of the table. Instead we sat parallel, across the table from one another. For three consecutive Wednesdays, I unloaded my car, rolled all of the food, table dressings, and equipment to the
backroom of the center. I set up the tables, one for the food, and one for us to eat. I then cut on
the burners under the pans of prepared food, turned on the recorders, placed them on the dinner
table and around the room, and waited as each of my participants trickled in.
During these kitchen table talks we came together to discuss our experiences navigating
schools as Black women teachers. The use of this method was formidable because of our shared
context as Black women who must navigate the different aspects of school while working as
teachers, two identities that exist in marginalized spaces. Additionally, through this method of
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sista-to-sista group conversation, we were able to discuss and narrate our individual stories of
lived experience as we tried to understand our daily interactions through communal dialogue and
individual reflection (Haddix, 2012; Haddix et al., 2016).
At the beginning of the first sista circle, each participant was asked to list and name their
identities. While a traditional kitchen table talk is not structured, for me it was important to begin
my study with each participant naming their identities in order to set the stage for later discussions on the multiplicities of Black women’s identities, roles and responsibilities, both taken up
by us as individuals, as well as those roles placed on us as a result of the many spaces in which
we exist (Collins, 2000; hooks, 2015a, 2015b). This was the only structed portion of the sista
circle cycle. In employing the sista circle methodology, I encouraged my participants throughout
the study to reflect on their experiences working as Black women teachers, interacting with
school staff, administrators, students, parents, and any other persons associated with the contexts
of schooling. I also encouraged them to remember things that they may have forgotten from their
experiences.
Since the sista circle was set up as a kitchen table conversation, the remaining aspects of
the conversation were not structured. Instead, each participant participated in free and open discussions where we shared our experiences, our thoughts, and how we navigate through the day to
day experiences of schooling as Black women teachers. Dillard (2012) argues that while these
shared stories may seem like individual stories of travel and experience, they can also be viewed
as representations of a collective history. By situating each sista circle as a kitchen table talk, I
aimed to create a space of belonging and membership by also creating a space to celebrate our
individual and collective experiences and histories as Black women teachers. This act of both individual and collective remembering was another significant aspect of the sista circle because my
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participants were encouraged to think critically about how their teachers during their adolescence, their life experiences, and their experiences in schools as Black girls shaped their perceptions of Black womanhood, education, and the teaching profession. Similar to the pre-interviews,
the sista circle relied heavily on dialogue and sharing from each teacher.
The sista circles were intended to last for ninety minutes, mirroring a traditional focusgroup style time frame (Vogt et al., 2012). However, as we engaged in dinner and conversation,
they ended up lasting for 120 minutes. Each sista circle was both audio-recorded, and video recorded. The use of both of these tools was important because of the group nature of the interview.
Because the sista circle format is more of a conversation style open-ended conversation, the goal
was for each member to engage in group conversations more than one participant responding to
one question at a time. Taking this into consideration, I used the video recordings for the sole
purpose of descriptive validity. Because of the vulnerable nature of the population and topics that
were discussed in the sista circle, these video recordings were only used as a means to verify the
speaker on the audio recording in the event that it was not clear, especially when participants began to share and speak over one another. Again, the purpose of narrative inquiry and the sista circle methodology is to center an individual’s story of experience within a group setting. The
group nature of the conversation, however, is not meant to overshadow or detract from the individual’s story and voice. By employing these tools, I ensured that each member of the sista circle
story was heard, while also assuring them of the rights to privacy and anonymity as participants
in this study.
Post-interviews. Post-interviews took place during May 2019 after the study. Each participant, similar to the pre-interview cycle, was interviewed individually and face-to-face. I used
these post-interviews to gather information about their experiences in the sista circles as well as a
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participant in this study. Post-interviews were semi-structured and comprised of a set of openended questions (see Appendix B). Each post-interview lasted between 30-40 minutes and was
audio recorded. I, again, began each post-interview by reading a script which formally thanked
the participant for agreeing to participate. I also informed them that at any time they could both
decline participation, as well as stop the interview at any point. At the end of the interviews, I
asked each participant if they had any additional information or thoughts about their experience
that they would like to share. The post-interviews concluded my data collection period. In the
next section, I discuss my methods of analysis.
Preparing the data. Before beginning my first phase of coding, I used Trint.com to
transcribe the audio and video recorded interviews. Each transcription took between 5-7 minutes
to transcribe on Trint.com. After each transcription was complete, I then went back to listen to
the recordings, read the transcriptions, and checked for accuracy. I chose to go back through the
transcriptions produced by Trint.com because of my ethical beliefs about representing the stories
and voices of my participants accurately, and to make corrections with the intentions of capturing the authenticity of their stories and represent their words and voices.
As I went back to read the transcribed interviews, I realized that many of the words and
phrasing were not accurate or reflective of the actual words used by my participants. I also noticed that because many of my participants spoke with a southern dialect, sometimes words and
phrases, and even sentence structure were not accurately portrayed within the initial transcription
from Trint.com. As a result, I went back to edit, and correct words that the software assumed
were used by my participants according to the rules of standard English. For example, I often
changed words like going to “gonna” and “got to” to “gotta” or I dropped the letter “g” from
words like “talking” or “tripping”. For me it was important to make these changes to document
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the southern dialectal nuances of some of my participants, and to capture the linguistic diversity
that existed amongst them (Heath, 1983). This choice was also significant because one of my
participants is not from the south or American; therefore, by changing the phrasing and acknowledging dialect within my transcriptions, I am also consciously resisting the dominant narrative
that Black women, their voices and the stories they tell are monolithic. Here, I acknowledge that
each of my participants speaks differently and has their own voice, and in knowing that, I
acknowledge these differences as important when conveying each of their voices and stories as
accurately as possible in the ways that they were told.
Next, I changed and added punctuation where necessary within my transcripts depending
on the dialectal nuance of each participant. When listening to the audio recorded interviews and
reading through the initial transcriptions from Trint.com, I found that when my participants
spoke, they often spoke and paused in conversation to think or for emphasis. However, the initial
transcription from the software identified these pauses as end stops or the ends of their thoughts.
This was, however, not the case. As a result, when I went back to make the linguistic changes to
the transcriptions, I also added in and changed the punctuation within the transcripts, adding exclamation points for emphasis, question marks for points of inquiry, and placing periods appropriately as they occurred in conversation. Once I modified the transcripts from Trint.com, I began my first cycle of coding using Initial Coding methods.
Next, I discuss the methods and steps performed while analyzing the data.
Methods of Analysis
My research relied heavily on the interactions of each participant within the sista circles,
and the stories we told about our experiences in schools. Before I discuss the methods of analysis
used within this study, I think it important to re-emphasize my positionality and subjectivities.
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Again, I am a Black woman, high school teacher. I am a constructivist, and I believe that individuals come to know and understand the world through their experiences. Furthermore, I believe in
the power of storytelling because it captures the perceptions of individuals, and through the use
of words, imagery, and tone, allows them to share the most intricate details of their lives from
their understanding of themselves and the world around them.
I acknowledge that as a Black woman teacher I, as well as the other Black women in this
study, exist as minoritized individuals in both society and the realm of education. Our experiences within schools, therefore, are often influenced by dominant attitudes, beliefs, and practices
within the larger society because schools often reflect those attitudes and set norms for expectations. Thus, it is because of the power that stories carry in their abilities to transcend time and
space, and my understanding of our positioning as Black women in society, that I centered my
study on the voices and stories of Black women teachers in secondary schools. Within this work,
I make an argument for why the experiences of Black women teachers’ within schools are pertinent in discussions on teacher diversity, recruitment, and retention—especially for 21st century
classrooms and the students that exist within them.
As a Black woman teacher who works within secondary schooling, I acknowledge that
my study was centered on Black women teachers, who have similar experiences in education to
myself, due to our raced and gendered identities and the ways we have been socialized by others
in society; However, as a researcher who has an understanding of the influence of silencing and
marginalization on Black women’s voices within the United States, I emphasize that within this
work my participant's voices and stories are projected and not overshadowed. I understand that
my participants’ stories are their own and as individuals, the Black women in my study come
with their own set of values and ways of knowing. By researching and examining the stories of
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Black women teachers, including myself, I argue against the generalization of Black women’s
experiences. I argue, instead, that the stories of Black women teachers are significant and should
be told (Collins, 2000). Therefore, within this work, it became my main focus to honor our individuality while contributing to the larger narrative of what it means to be a Black woman teacher
working in the United States in secondary public schools.
Because my study centers the experiences of Black women teachers, I acknowledge my
awareness of the influence that race has played in affecting and constructing dominant culture in
U.S. institutions, including schools, which affect the experiences of Black women teachers.
Therefore, the history of Black women’s race and gender affect both Black women’s power and
positionality in educational spaces. As my study examines the experiences of Black women
teachers with stereotypes and oppression, I also consider Black women’s understandings of our
positioning within schools and the larger society of the United States. In chapter 2, I described
the historical implications of Black women’s positioning within the United States to argue the
significance of our stories and experiences in education discourse.
I assert that not only do the unique perspectives of each participant within my study matter, but that their sense-making is valid and worthy of consideration. As a researcher, I emphasize that context and culture always inform behavior and ways of understanding (Crotty, 1998),
especially when examining the experiences of Black women teachers. Because I am a constructivist and a Black woman within the United States, I am critical of how society, setting, and culture contribute to our meaning-making. As I examine the stories of these Black women teachers,
including myself, working in secondary schools, and as we discuss our experiences with stereo-
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types and oppression, I argue that dominant culture and context are always informing one another within our experiences. This means that as I examine the stories shared within this work, I
constantly critique how culture and context contribute to our knowledge and actions in schools.
Finally, in this study, I was critical of both the limiting and liberating aspects of my identity and positioning as I analyzed the stories being told (Crotty, 1998; Vogt et al., 2012). As a
Black woman teacher who is also a researcher attempting to understand the experiences of Black
women who work as teachers in schools, I pushed myself to think critically about my beliefs on
what factors contribute to each my professional identities. In reflecting on my own experiences
and my decision to center my study within this space, I became aware that my beliefs about
knowledge, culture, and professionalism are connected to my practice as an educator, my upbringing, and my experience as a Black girl in schools. For me, as a Black woman teacher-researcher, I do not view my societal positioning, previous or present-day, as separate from my positioning as a teacher in my classroom, or my previous positioning as a Black girl in schools. Instead, I believe that each of my experiences, and my knowledge of the historical experiences of
Black girls and women in the United States, including in education, contribute to how I position
myself and how I build knowledge. These experiences contribute to how I react in the different
spaces in which I exist, and how I analyzed the experiences of my participants within this work.
As I consider myself within this work, and in my role as a researcher, I know that my
words and actions must always be intentional. This intentionality is not only in response to my
positioning as a Black woman teacher or researcher, but from my belief that experience, context,
and setting always influence what you know and understand. Thus, because of this intentionality
and my aim to provide reliable and meaningful data to add to educational discourse, I have a
heightened awareness of the dysconscious effects that my raced and gendered experiences have
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on how I understand the world. As a result, within this work, I am constantly critiquing and engaging in inquiry on how I make sense of knowledge, and how I come to know and understand
the experiences of Black women who work as teachers. Within this study, I function as both the
researcher and a participant within this study.
For me as a researcher, it was vital for this work to center the experiences of Black
women teachers because I wanted to shift the societal and academic conversations surrounding
Black women’s lives, Black women’s work, and the roles that Black women play in shaping the
lives of students of color in American schools where the workforce remains predominately
White (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). Within this study, as we as Black women teachers engaged
with one another and shared our stories, I consistently and critically thought about the tools that I
would use to examine how our stories created a larger narrative of what it means to exist today as
a Black woman working and navigating American schools. Further, I examined how we sustain
ourselves within these spaces.
In the next section, I discuss how I prepared to data for analysis.
Narrative Analysis
As I prepared to code my data, I employed narrative methods of analysis informed by the theories of Black feminist thought and Womanism in which my study was grounded. Using Black
feminist thought and Womanism to ungird my study and methods of analysis, informed how I
viewed my data and how I deconstructed the stories told by my participants, to make meaning
and arrive at themes. As I analyzed my data, I used the tenets listed in Table 3 as a guide to highlight, code, and arrive at larger themes, in preparation for a later discussion of implications.
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Table 3. Tenets of Black feminist thought and Womanism used to inform data analysis
Tenets
Race

Explanations
How the identification as being Black and or of African descent influences the experiences of Black women teachers in multiple spaces

Self-Definition

How Black women teachers use their voices to express the totality of
themselves
Black women’s
The acts that Black women teachers do that show them doing something
Work and Rethat is “unexpected” and or that oppose the expected social attitudes and
sistance
behaviors of their raced, classed, and gendered identities; Their understanding that oppression is an interlocking system providing all people
with varying degrees of penalty and privilege; Exhibiting and acting on
the belief that individual empowerment combined with collective action
is key to lasting social transformation
Individual Ways of
How Black women teachers explain how they have come to know, interKnowing
pret, and understand the world
Communal Dialogue How Black women teachers engage in dialogue about their experiences
with other women who are of the same race, classed, and gendered
group
Narrative analysis informed by the theories of Black feminist thought and Womanism allowed me to examine how we, the Black women teachers in this study, interpreted our experiences, and how our understandings of our race, gender, and social positioning influenced our
daily interactions and decisions in schools (Riessman, 2005; Varieties of narrative analysis,
2012). Furthermore, using these theories to guide my analysis, allowed me to then consider the
larger context and implications of how the layering and intersections of race and gender influence positioning and experiences of teachers of color, especially Black women, in schools. This
is, again, significant when considering discussions of teacher recruitment, retention, and burnout.
In completing methods of narrative analysis, I engaged in the following four steps of data
analysis:
1) Performed an overall reading of each transcript to get a sense of the narrative structure
and to identify broad codes from significant words or phrases stated by participants as related to tenets of Black feminist thought and Womanism (see Table 3)
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2) Reread transcripts to identify different “voices,” identities, and/or negotiations of self
as each participant discussed experiences with stereotypes and oppression
3) Categorized the data based on patterns
4) Connected patterns to convey dominant themes made in Black feminist thought and
Womanism (Josselson, 2011).
Each of these steps occurred within my methods of coding (discussed below), as illustrated in
Figure 13.
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Figure 13. Narrative Analysis and Coding Cycles

Step 1: Overall reading to
Round 1:
Initial Coding

find broad codes related to
Table 3 through In Vivo
methods
Step 2 and 3: Categorized

Round 2:
Axial Coding

Narrative Analysis

codes as they related to
stereotypes, oppression,
and identity negotiation
St
Round 3:

Step 4: Developed larger

Selective Coding

themes from codes in categories from Step 3 related to Black feminist
thought and Womanism

Figure 13. This figure shows the process of narrative analysis within this study used to develop
codes, and then connect those codes to larger themes.
During this process, each step of narrative analysis was important because throughout, I
was forced to listen to, consider, and reflect on how these women discussed their negotiation of
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identities and their experiences with oppression during their workday as they interacted with students and colleagues. It also forced me to think deeply about how they discussed those experiences and what that means for them as Black women who give their time, energy and talent to
work in schools as teachers. Again, the purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of
Black women teachers in schools as they experience stereotypes of Black womanhood and oppression in order to develop ways to both recruit and retain them within the field. Narrative analysis allowed me to closely examine how they discussed those experiences.
Methods of Coding
To respond to my research questions, I completed three rounds of coding: 1) Initial Coding, 2) Axial Coding and 3) Selective Coding (Saldaña, 2016).
First Round of Coding: Initial Coding
During the first round of coding, I used Initial Coding methods. Initial Coding is used in
qualitative studies because it affords the researcher the opportunity to create a “starting point” in
data analysis and see where the data may lead during later cycles of coding by breaking down
qualitative data into discreet parts (Saldaña, 2016, p. 115). In order to create these “parts,” during
my first step of initial coding, I transferred each individual transcript into a coding form in an excel spreadsheet. Once in the coding form, I performed a line-by-line read of each transcript, and
with the tenets listed in Table 3 in mind, I employed In Vivo methods by highlighting any words
or phrases in each individual transcript that seemed significant or striking within the theories of
Black feminist thought and Womanism. Figure 14 illustrates a sample coding form from cycle 1
of Initial Coding where In Vivo methods were employed.
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Figure 14. Coding Form Used During Initial Coding

Figure 14 shows a coding form used during the first round of initial coding for Genois’ post-interview transcript. Here, I pasted Genois’ post-interview transcript into the coding form excel
spreadsheet and performed line-by-line manual reading and bolding of any significant words or
phrases. Line-by-line bolding of phrases or In Vivo methods were used to bold significant words
and phrases as they relate to tenets discussed in Table 3. During initial coding, I read each line of
each participants’ transcript and identified any words or phrases that arose as impactful or significant as they related to Table 3.
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In In Vivo coding, the researcher uses the participant’s actual words to enhance and
deepen their understanding of the participant’s culture and worldviews. Additionally, transcription allows the researcher to pay close attention to words and phrases that call for “bolding,”
“underlining”, or “italicizing” and uses it as a code to further deconstruct during the later analysis of the data (Saldana, 2016, p. 107). During coding of this research study, I analyzed transcript
data in the following order: 1) Pre-interview, 2) Post-Interview, 3) Sista Circles.
As I read through the pre-interview transcripts and highlighted words or phrases that
seemed interesting or striking, I also began to jot down notes in the margins of those pages with
questions about specific words or phrases used by the participant, as well as wrote comments
about commonalities either within Black feminist thought and Womanism, or across participant.
Next, I listed words and phrases in the margins of the page to try and summarize an idea raised
between each participant and resonant, reoccurring ideas that kept arising across the pre-interviews, paying close attention to those that were representative of the two theories. Once I finished reading through and doing the initial coding of my pre and post-interviews, I proceeded to
follow the same process of Initial Coding for my sista circles.
For this portion of my data analysis, I used both the videotaped recordings of the group
conversation and the audio recordings. Here, I used both types of recordings to ensure that I was
capturing the accuracy of responses, especially when members of the sista circles began to respond at the same time or as they had side conversations amongst themselves within the sista circle, but within pairs instead of within the larger group. Because the sista circle is constructed intentionally to encourage and reflect conversations as they naturally occur, using both data points
(videotaped recordings and audiotaped recordings) were significant here because it supported the
conversations as nonlinear while ensuring that I was able to capture the different conversations
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that occurred in tandem Once I completed this step for each of the transcripts, I moved to my
second round of coding, Axial Coding.
Second Round of Coding: Axial Coding
During my second round of coding, I used Axial Coding methods to examine my data.
The purpose of axial coding is to determine which “codes” in the research are the dominant
ones and which are the less it important ones (Saldaña, 2016, p. 244). During this round of coding, the researcher crosses out synonyms or removes redundant codes in order to select the best
representative codes. During this round of coding, axial coding extends the analytic work done
during the first cycle of initial coding because it aims to link categories on an axis (Saldaña,
2016). In this round of coding, I categorized the codes found during Initial Coding as they related
to stereotypes, oppression, and negotiating identities, which are key terms and phrases, or axis
created from my research questions.
During Axial Coding, I began to “assemble” and further collapse the data and determine
which themes or “codes” are dominant and which ones are less significant to reorganize the data
(Saldaña, 2016). Because I already had the participant’s words and phrases highlighted or underlined from my first round of coding, I went back and reexamined those codes in the individual
transcripts. Then, because my coding form was in excel, I performed a reoccurring word search
in Excel to see how many times a word appeared in a transcript. The purpose of doing this word
count was to see how many times specific words or phrases appeared across the data. I then used
the codes that appeared the most categorize them into the following categories: 1) stereotypes, 2)
oppression 3) identity negotiation. This step during round 3 was important and because it was
where I began to triangulate my data and consider the larger argument being made across my
data as a whole, instead of as individual data sources (Charmaz, 1996).
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Figure 15. Coding Form Used During Axial Coding.

In Figure 15, I categorized codes from round one of Initial Coding by 1) stereotype, 2) oppression and 3) identity negotiation.
Third Round of Coding: Selective Coding
During my final round of coding, I used the same coding form to go back and reread each
transcript again, now looking for patterns within the data that responded to develop dominant
themes within my work that responded to my research questions. I engaged in selective coding
also known as focused coding which is used to develop categories “without distracted attention
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to properties or dimensions” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 240). During selective coding I followed the initial coding and axial coding cycles, searching for the most significant codes as they related to the
tenets of Black feminist thought and Womanism identified in Table 3 to develop the most salient
categories. A benefit of using Initial Coding in combination with Selective and Axial coding
methods in qualitative studies is that it allows the researcher to become extremely close with the
data because it requires them to do multiple readings and analysis. So, when initial and axial coding is combined with selective coding methods, the researcher, then, is able to search for the
most frequent or significant codes to develop salient categories to develop and make “analytic
sense” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 241). As I used selective coding in my third round of coding, I reread
each transcript and examined them for the different “voices” or identities discussed within each
participant’s response, I analyzed my data examining the transcripts for patterns of “negotiating
stereotypes” and instances/experiences with oppression. I highlighted instances where the participant discussed the influence of race and/or gender on their social understandings of self and
how/if they negotiated their identities as a result of this understanding.
During this final round of coding, I examined the most prevalent of the emergent codes
found within my data to consider the larger implications of meaning and experience of Black
women teachers in schools. Again, throughout each phase of coding, I considered the tenets of
Black feminist thought and Womanism identified in Table 3. During this final phase of coding,
Selective Coding allowed me to consider the broader narratives being told about our experiences
as Black women teachers, since schools are reflective of the dominant attitudes of the larger society. Here, I began to make meaning of what my data was saying as a whole within my study.
Then, I made meaning from the emergent codes and theorize my data in order to respond to my
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research questions. In chapter 5, I present the emergent codes from my data by theme. In this final step of coding, I developed my themes based on quotes from the participants or reoccurring
themes from literature that best characterized and connected the thoughts and ideas presented
within the sista circles.
The themes that are discussed in chapter 5 are:
1) How does it feel to be a problem: In this section this sistas within the sista circle discuss their experiences with being characterized as problems within their respective
schools. Within this section the sistas discuss their understandings of the effects of
dominant stereotypes of their personhood and professional identities and how they
navigate these spaces and negotiate their identities in schools.
2) You must work twice as hard: Within this theme the sistas discuss their experiences
in schools with social narrative that Black women must work twice as hard as their
peers, especially their White counterparts, to be seen as considered or seen as equal
citizens in these spaces in which they exist,
3) The appropriate Black girl: In this theme, the sistas within the circle discuss how
dominant narratives of Black womanhood create measurements for the appropriateness of their behaviors and voices in schools. And, how they in turn see themselves
and their behaviors in relation to these narratives.
4) I’m tired of being tired: In this theme, the sistas within the circle discuss the how the
expectations of their identities as Black women affect them and create burdens for
them that they carry as they work as teachers in schools.
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5) Existing in the system: In this theme, the sistas within the circle discuss why they remain in schools to work as teachers in spite of the difficulties they face from day to
day.
Member Checking
At the end of my study, after I completed the third round of coding, I met with each participant to discuss the categories and theme representation. While member checking, I provided
to each participant a copy of the coding form created from their individual interviews, and from
the three sista circles. Next, I explained each column of the coding form, and provided time for
the participants to sit and read through each coding form. Once they finished reading, I asked
them if I represented and captured not only their words but the sentiments within the group accurately. I also asked each participant if anything needed to be changed, revisited, or clarified. As I
went through this process of member checking, I noticed that as I sat with each participant, each
of them commented on the relationships built during the sista circles, and the relationships established between me and them as researcher, colleague, and now sista. It was in these conversations that the importance of community, especially for Black women teachers, was again made
significant. Therefore, in chapter 4, I introduce each participant through narrative vignettes to establish each of them as individual characters within this this work and to establish their individual voices, backgrounds and experiences. In chapter 5, I present each of the emergent codes as
dominant themes from my findings. Finally, in chapter 6, I discuss the implications that arose
from conducting this research study.
Summary
In this chapter, I described the methods used to perform this study which examined the
experiences of Black women teachers with stereotypes of Black womanhood and oppression. In
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the next chapter, chapter 4, I present narrative vignettes constructed from my observations, analytic voice memos, and field notes taken during the individual pre-interviews. Instead of immediately presenting my findings from the sista circles, I chose to construct narrative vignettes for
each participant to establish them each as individual characters within this work. I made the decision to include a chapter of narrative vignettes after I completed my analysis of the data because
of the power of my participants’ words and actions during our initial encounters. As I completed
my analysis of the data and revisited the voices memos, field notes, and transcripts, I became
aware that in order for me to tell the full stories of the participants within this work, including
myself, I must provide context for readers to create a full vision of their experiences within
schools, their initial encounters with me as the researcher, and narrate how they have come to
know and understand their positioning within schools within the United States as they described
their experiences themselves in their own voices.
In chapter 4, I introduce each participant, including myself, by pseudonym, describe our
initial encounter, and present transcripts from their initial interviews as they describe their experiences during childhood as Black girls in schools.

93

4 Narrative Vignettes
In chapter 1, I opened my work with Hurston’s (1937) discussion of Black women as “the
mules of the world” in the novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God. In this chapter, I remind readers of my initial decision to open with a discussion of this novel because through her literary
work, Hurston (1937) not only captures Black women’s experiences, but she adds to discussions
of Black women’s positioning and oppression in the United States. By employing literary techniques and using literary devices, Hurston’s (1937) novel then becomes a tool that allows readers
to feel the pain and oppression of her characters, hear the weight of their voices through their
words, and travel with them through their interactions with one another and within society. These
techniques not only create context but strengthen her argument on the racialized and gendered
experiences of Black women in the United States.
Because the aim of this work is to invite readers into the open and honest conversations
on the racialized and gendered experiences of Black women as teachers in secondary schools, it
is also important for me to use similar literary devices and techniques that allow readers to fully
understand our ways of knowing and the ways in which we encounter and see the world. Therefore, before I present my findings in chapter 5, I present narrative vignettes of each participant
engaged within this study created from my observational field notes and memos taken during and
after my initial encounters and pre-interviews. Within this work, narrative inquiry and narrative
techniques were central because they allowed me to invite readers to our experience through my
lens as both a Black woman teacher and researcher (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004). Each also allowed me to capture our voices and use research methods to interpret and convey the larger implications of these stories of experience. Through narrative vignettes I am able to provide “vivid
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portrayals of the conduct of events in everyday life” (Erickson, 1986, p. 149) in this case our interactions with one another as researcher and participant which then “enhances the contextual
richness” of the stories told in my chapter 5 (Humphreys, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994) as I
present the findings from the sista circles.
Presenting the narrative vignettes here in chapter 4 before describing the emergent
themes is an integral thread within this work for two reasons. First, because I am a researcherparticipant within this study, it is important for readers to become aware of how I engaged with,
and established relationships with each participant before we came together as a community to
interact with one another within the sista circles. Second, presenting this information is important
because of how the participants describe themselves and their experiences as Black girls in
schools which then led to later discussions related to how they see themselves as Black women
in schools who work as teachers, how they understand their positioning, and how they negotiate
their identities.
By situating narrative vignettes before the presentation of findings from my research
questions, I aim to provide deeper insight into my perspective as a researcher and deeper meaning of the participants experiences by forging beyond surface level summaries of our initial encounters (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000), and creating background context of why each participant
sees and understands herself in unique ways as a Black woman teacher (Collins, 2000). Through
vignettes, I invite readers into my individual thoughts, experiences, and interactions with each
participant as they gain first-hand insight into communal dialogue as we, the participants within
this study converse with one another, and as I, the researcher, talk across the page.
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In the following sections, I introduce the six participants within this study by pseudonym,
myself included as researcher participant (see chapter 3): Milann, Brittney, Bianca, Michelle,
Genois, and Joyce.
I begin with the vignette of Milann, an American Literature teacher at Appleton High
School.
Milann
On a Wednesday afternoon, a little after 5:00 pm, I sat nervously waiting to meet Milann
in the corner of a neighborhood café. It’s not that this was my first actual encounter with her, but
it was the first time that I would be meeting with Milann to discuss the intimate details of her life
and her experiences as a Black woman teacher. In retrospect, I guess it was pretty bold of me to
expect so much intimacy from someone who I’d barely had any conversations with, especially in
such a public place, but such is the life of a researcher. As I walked into the restaurant, I surveyed the dining area and chose the table in the farthest corner. I remember thinking to myself,
maybe if we’re in the corner, we won’t look so awkward interviewing in a public space. I became insecure because I was about to set up two recorders and pull out my researcher’s binder
for me to take notes. I thought, I wonder what everyone is going to believe we are doing.
As I waited, I began to journal and survey my surroundings. I noticed that to my right,
two women were sitting together, talking, and eating soup: One was Black, one was White.
Slightly behind me, there were two Black women who I’d noticed when I first came in because
of the familiarity of their hug, smiles, and greetings as one walked in the door to meet the other.
The loudness of their voices in their greetings and laughter about how good one of the woman’s
hair and lipstick looked was a familiar sound because their volume encompassed their excite-
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ment of seeing one another. Maybe it’s just something that we as Black women do. The more excited we are, the louder we get. As they stood and talked for those short moments, I glanced over
the tall chocolate brown woman noting her curly sew-in and lipstick. I knew her hair was a sewin because the friend asked her about the type of hair she used. I was curious too. I then looked at
her lipstick and wondered if the shade of red painted on the woman’s lips was the same shade of
Mac Ruby Woo lipstick that I like to wear as well. I looked slightly to the left, and there was an
older White gentleman on his computer sitting by himself with no food or anything else on the
table. No one was sitting at the bar located in the middle of the restaurant across from the
kitchen, and adjacent to the drink fountain.
As I sat there nervously, I thought about how my anxiety eliminated any hunger cravings
I’d had while driving in the car. The chatter from the personal conversations around me almost
drowned out the faint music playing on the speakers coming from the ceiling above, and I worried if my recorders would be able to pick up our conversations accurately. Would there be too
much background noise? Because my thoughts consumed me, and I was intensely observing my
surroundings, I don’t remember what song was coming from the speakers. The smell of cookies
filled the air, and I thought maybe I did have a little room for the chocolate, pecan and everything else jumbo cookie that I always got when I came to this particular cafe. But, after waiting
short while in walked Milann, about 5’4 with skin the color of a vanilla latte that had sat just
long enough to let the whip cream blend in at the top. She had thick curly natural black hair
which she wore in a twist out, so her hair looked like thick loose ropes instead of tiny tight curls.
She wore a white and black striped blouse and mustard-colored pants which I thought were cute
because of how they tied around her waist. The pants had a drawstring so when tied, made the
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waistline look like the opening of a flower blossom. She wore black flats with pointed toes that
tied around her ankles.
During my first encounter with Milann, we talked about a lot of things, however, what
she said midway through the pre-interview, after I asked her to describe her most memorable experience in school, stood out to me the most. She stated,
I think to me it stands out more so in middle school when I was in a primarily African American environment. But that was probably a time I felt most positive. I
guess to me being in that environment and [in] middle school with Black teachers
that went to HBCU's (Historically Black Colleges and Universities) and all of that
stuff. Like it really just taught me it's okay to be Black and smart. Like it's possible and it is fine. And you can be Black and smart and listen to trap music in your
car on the way to work… It's okay! (laughs) It really painted a picture to me that
you could be both. So, I feel like that's what like I carried with me later. Which is
probably why I was so okay with being able to code switch…. Like you can be
Black and! I don't just have to be, Black. I can be Black and other stuff too. Like,
it's fine!”
While Milann and I discussed many things in our initial meeting, this comment was the
statement that sat with me the longest on my drive home and throughout my study. It wasn’t that
she didn’t say other things that resonated with me. But it was her discussion of becoming aware
that she could be Black and anything else that she wanted because of the experience that she’d
had in middle school. I sat with that comment for a long time. I wrestled with it. I reflected. I
wondered when I became aware that I could be Black and. I asked myself was this something
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that I always knew or, did someone teach it to me. Or, did someone somewhere try and teach me
that I couldn’t be Black and? That I could only be Black.
I begin this chapter here, at that moment, because of our paralleled experiences as Black
women. Our experiences in learning how to navigate the world first as Black girls, existing as the
outsider within institutionalized spaces (Harris-Perry, 2011; Lorde, 2007). Our learning that our
skin complexion matters. Our understanding that our experiences will often differ from our peers
who are not marginalized. And our reality that those who don’t exist as minoritized people, don’t
have to learn these lessons or how to survive and thrive in different spaces due to their racialized
and gendered identities. While this may be a familiar experience for those of us who exist as
Black women or even as Black men working in schools, as a researcher, I welcome the task of
inviting others into our space. I offer them a seat at the table of our understandings and ways of
knowing as we walk through the world with Black skin and layered unique and distinct Black
cultures.
Next, I asked Milann to tell me how she identified racially and ethnically, and to describe
her experiences as a Black girl in school.
Background
When asked how she identified, she stated that she was an African American woman. She
is 27 years old, recently married, and has no children. This school year was her fourth year of
teaching. She holds a bachelor’s degree from and a Master of Arts Degree in Teaching English
Education from two separate southern predominately White institutions (PWI). She teaches Literature and is currently working on her Gifted Teaching Endorsement. Throughout her four years
of teaching, she has spent her time teaching at Appleton High school.
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Black Girlhood
At the beginning of each pre-interview, I thought it was essential to find out who each
participant was when they were a Black girl. So, as we sat in the corner of that cafe on a
Wednesday afternoon, I nervously prepared to ask Milann to remember her childhood self. The
first question I asked her was to describe the community where she grew up. As I awaited her response, I watched as she spooned through the remaining mixed green salad leaves on her plate.
Milann stated that part of her childhood she spent in the suburbs, which was a predominately African American area. Then, when she became a teenager, her family moved further south to a
more diverse area, both racially and economically diverse from the area where she previously
lived, considering socioeconomic status. Next, I asked her if she thought her community contributed to her upbringing and who she is today.
Researcher

So, in what ways do you think your community contributed to your upbringing
and who you are today as a Black woman?

Milann

to me I always, and I tell my students this too, I have the interest and experience
of having grown up in a primarily Black community. And then having that switch
at the age of 15 to growing up in this mixed-race community and seeing both aspects of that and having to adjust and all of that stuff. So, I think for me what it
taught me is a strong foundation of understanding the Black community. But, also
how to integrate myself into other spaces when needed.

I later asked Milann to tell me about her educational background and her experiences
within different schools and her community growing up as a Black girl. In preparing these questions, I wanted to understand how, if at all, did my participants’ experiences as students in school
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contribute to how they now navigate schools as teachers. So, along with listing her degrees
earned, Milann responded by explaining that each of the universities she attended were predominately White institutions (PWI’s) and existing in those spaces contributed to how she behaves
and responds in different spaces. Milann explained,
Umm I guess to me especially like going to college and going to like a huge predominately White school where there are [maybe] 40,000 students sometimes you're just a
number. It just really... I guess taught me a sense of what my husband and I…we always
call it, you gotta play the game. Like, when you're in certain communities, especially being the Black person [or whatever], it's just certain things that you learn to do when
you're in a predominately White space…I think it's part survival and also part adaptation
part—Like trying to be successful. It just becomes something that you're used to doing.
You learn how to code switch. When you are in that space like you learn how to do that.
And you learn how to do it well.
It is within this encounter that Milann discussed her understanding of her Blackness and
the need to code-switch as means of survival. Similar to the other participants in this study, she
explained how her experiences as a young Black girl contributed to her awareness that for many
Black women, code-switching is a vital thread for their survival, especially in schools. These lessons discussed by Milann reoccur throughout my study and are discussed in later in this chapter
as each participant engages with one another within the sista circle.
Next, I discuss my initial encounter with Brittney, an American Government teacher at
Appleton High School.
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Brittney
A Black beauty queen. You know the ones that are in beauty pageants, with make-up so
pretty and blended into their skin so flawlessly they almost look airbrushed. The one’s that wear
their hair hanging in curls that seems to bounce like springs as they walk. Or, the ones who seem
to glide down the runway in their neatly matched outfits and pumps—that’s Brittney.
As I wrapped up my first pre-interview with Milann, I noticed Brittney walking in
through the glass café doors. Headed to the counter to order, she was dressed in an all-black skirt
suit which stopped right above the knee, white blouse, and short black pumps. I walked towards
her tapped her on the shoulder to get her attention and say Hi, and to let her know that I was
here. This also was not my first-time meeting Brittney, but I had only spoken to her in passing
previously at district events, and we always seemed to compliment and comment on the other’s
clothes. Previously, that was always the extent of our conversations.
As we both waited for her to make it to the front of the line, I asked her about her day,
where she let out a sigh and replied, “I mean it’s going.” I laughed and responded, “Oh I completely understand.” We continued to talk about our day, she apologized for running a little late
and informed me that she went home to check on her mother and daughter. Later in the pre-interview she told me that her mom lived with her since her dad died, so she always checks on her
throughout the day. Once she got her food, we walked back to the back corner of the restaurant
to the same table that I conducted Milann’s interview. I sat my recorders on the table and told her
to go ahead and eat because I wanted the interview to feel as informal as possible, and we began.
Background
When asked how she identified Brittney said that she identified as an African American
woman. She is thirty-one years old, married, and has two children, a four-year-old daughter and
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a one-year old son. This school year was her fifth year of teaching. She has a bachelor’s degree
from a Historically Black University (HBCU), and a master’s degree from a predominately
White institution (PWI). She currently teaches American Government and Advanced Placement
Government Appleton High School.
Black Girlhood
When I asked Brittney to describe the community where she grew up, she explained that
she grew up in a very rural town in the south. She then explained that her community contributed
to who she is today. She and I had an exchange about her experiences in school and how those
experiences contributed to her decisions to continue her education.
Brittney

It contributed to everything from (slight pause) from me deciding to go to an
HBCU for undergrad. Umm... Me deciding to join a Black Greek lettered organization. To me even wanting to go back to that community to teach…It impacted
my religious beliefs. And, even the way I raise my kids.

Researcher

Why do you say that?

Brittney

Umm...(hesitates) The community I grew up in relied on other people to help raise
[me]So, like, how do I say it? I was expected, no matter where I went, to be responsible, and to be respectful, and accountability was there. So, if I wasn't
around my mom and dad, there were still community people who expected the
same of me. So, I'm raising my kids to, even though they're four and one, I'm raising [them] the same way my parents raised me with respecting adults, respecting
authority. And then with having community, not only do me, and my husband
raise them. But their aunt helps to raise them, and my mom helps to raise them,
and the people from our church helps to raise them.
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As we continued to talk, I watched Brittney as she stared off, sometimes tilting her head, sometimes smiling, and sometimes sighing as she recounted her childhood self. To try and give me a
deeper understanding of her experience growing up as a Black girl in the rural South, she then
told me the story of her being crowned the second Black homecoming queen in her high school’s
history.
Brittney

I was crowned the 2005 homecoming queen. I was the second one (pauses to
think). In the history.

Researcher

The second?

Brittney

Second Black… The second Black Homecoming Queen. I got crowned in 05 and
when they said my name the stadium was quiet.... And, then no cheering. I knew l
I was always (clears throat) didn't fit in. [But] It wasn't a big deal for me, because
I didn't ever... I mean maybe a couple of times I wanted fit in, but I was okay being by myself because I was doing what I wanted to do. But I definitely knew I
was different and Black. I knew I was Black and then homecoming, solidified... I
guess it just brought everything that I had seen from k-12 to my reality. That, you
are (pauses)…You're Black!

She then explained that from this experience she learned that as a Black girl she would always
have to be better. She explained that she realized that the setting didn’t matter, but that in order
to stand out she had to work to be better in comparison to her peers. As I pondered over her
words, I began to think about what she meant when she said she felt as if she had to work hard.
As a Black woman, I’d had my own experience with this idea, but to clarify her statement, I
asked.
Researcher

Do you feel like you have to stand out to get in?
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Brittney

Yes.

Researcher

Describe what you mean by I have to stand out.

Brittney

Ummm…That to get the position that I want to, [I] have to stand out. I had to be
better. On the cheerleading squad I had to be the loudest. I was always the loudest. My motions had to always had to be the best. Everything the coach asked to
do, I always did. I didn't talk back. I just had to be that person who was… Who
complied or did my best at everything… Being in a setting with all pretty much
all White people… I'm not really competing but showing that I can be just as
good as you are, if not better.

I later asked her if and how her educational experiences as a Black girl contributed to how she
viewed and navigated schooling. As she responded to this particular question, I noticed a shift in
Brittney’s pitch as she began to quickly and excitedly discuss the influence of her teachers and
professors.
Brittney

My interaction with students is a direct impact from the interaction that I had with
mainly with my professors at my HBCU. All the love and compassion and accountability they gave me… But even going back to my high school. My teachers
were really good teachers and they gave me the information that I needed. I give
the kids what they need. I give them the structure that they need. And that's what I
got from high school. But then I bring in my college experience and the love and
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compassion that I got from my professors at the HBCU. I didn't feel that engagement at high school or that life connection in high school. So, I got like the structure of how I wanted to teach and what I wanted to deliver and how I want to deliver the curriculum to my students from my high school teachers. But the love
and compassion and accountability from my college professors.
Brittney discussed which aspects of her childhood experiences had the most influence and why,
I noticed that she identified two lessons from her experiences. When she discussed providing
structure for her students, she associated that directly as a learned behavior from her teachers in
high school. But, when she described the love and care that she provided for her students in
class, she attributed that to her interactions with her college professors. I then asked her why she
thought there was a difference in those two experiences.
Researcher

Why do you think there was such a difference in those experiences between
those. Professors? Or teachers?

Brittney

For me it's race.

Researcher

Race?

Brittney

Mhmm. Even in my high school counselors. They never talked about talk to me
about going to college. They were White.

Researcher

Okay so the majority of your teachers were…?

Brittney

(interrupts) Were White.

Brittney

I had one Black science teacher. One Black science teacher. I think my
Kindergarten teacher was Black, so two K-12. And then in high school, in high
school I had one. And, not to say my professors or my teachers in high school
didn’t care about me, but they didn't put the effort. I mean they gave me rigor and
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they gave me content. But not making a connection. Not like I do now. I never
went to my high school teachers to talk about anything. Like now my kids come
to me to talk about what's going on in their lives and I didn't do that with mine
(referring to her previous teachers).
Here, Brittney discusses the isolation she felt existing as one of the few Black girls at her school,
and the pressure to perform better than her White counterparts in order to both stand out and fit
in. Again, within this vignette during our initial encounter, Brittney’s conceptualization of herself as a Black girl within her school, her awareness and burden her of social positioning as a result of her being a minoritized individual in schools add to larger discussions of the experiences
of Black women and girls and their experiences in schools.
Additionally, as she re-examines the effects of her awareness of her race, and the difference connections shared between her and her Black teachers as a Black girl in school in comparison to her relationships and connections made with her White teachers, she considers how those
interactions influence her personal practices as a teacher. In this chapter, as the participants discuss their connections with their students, the issues raised here within Brittney’s vignette are recentered and discussed as each Black woman teacher considers their own experiences with performance and building relationships with their students.
Next, I introduce Bianca, a 9th grade literature teacher at Appleton High School.

Bianca
High-spirited, energetic and a smile wide enough to extend the length a professional football field. Shoulder length brown hair, a well-blended mixed texture of kinky and curly, always
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worn in a variety of natural styles. Skin the color of roasted pecans with a laugh so loud it announced her presence moments before you heard the click of her heels coming down the hallway. These are features that I think of when I think of Bianca.
On a Tuesday evening, a little after 7:00pm, I swiped my card to meet Bianca at a local
library. This also was not my first-time meeting Bianca, but it was the first time I would be centering my research initiative and her feelings about her experiences working as a Black woman
teacher. Bianca and I had always talked at school about our students before, but something made
this night’s conversation slightly different. This time I would be asking her to reflect on and examine the influence of her race and gender in and on those experiences. As I walked across the
second-floor atrium, I passed several individual workstations setup with desktop computers and
several group seating areas outlined by a large glass window overlooking the street. Although the
library was crowded, there was only a faint murmur of voices. Other than minor whispers and the
clicking sounds of fingers swiftly clicking the keys of a computers keyboard, the room was almost completely silent. I became anxious thinking about our interview. What would she think of
the questions being asked, and would I ask questions that would push her to critically examine
her daily experiences and ways of knowing? Bianca’s interview was the first interview that was
conducted for my study.
We planned to meet one in one of the group study rooms on the second floor of the library, which I had reserved a few days before in preparation for her pre-interview, so I arrived a
few minutes and anxiously awaited her arrival. As she walked into the room, she closed the glass
door, said an excited “Hey!” pulled out her computer and plopped her black computer bag on the
floor. In typical Bianca fashion, although it had been hours since the workday had ended, she
was still dressed in her school work-clothes. Dressed in a navy blue, multicolored flower print
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dress, accented with a thin tan belt to accentuate her waistline, she sat in the chair next to mine,
kicked her tan pumps off under the table and crossed her legs at the ankles. She wore her hair in
a curly wet look, half-up half down style which extended to the middle of her back. Her hairstyles always fascinated me, because although frequently changed she always seemed to tussle
with her ends periodically when in conversation or in deep thought. She immediately sat down,
adjusted her seat, smiled and said, “Okay… I’m ready?”
Background
When asked how she identified Bianca sighed and replied, “Man that is such a loaded
question.” She explained that she identified as an African American woman, but that her background and culture really depended on who was asking the question. She said that while in
school she’d learned through bubbling in racial categories on standardized tests to identify as African American, however, that did not negate her reality of being raised in a half Spanish speaking household when visiting her Afro-Cuban grandmother on school breaks, or her reality that
when she traveled with her father to South Carolina, her Aunts and Uncles cooked spicy African
inspired dishes and spoke with Gullah Geechee accents so thick that sometimes even she
couldn’t understand their dialect. While explaining further she laughed and said that it always
shocks people when she says that she is part Cuban. With a slight chuckle Bianca explained,
You know I think it’s because I’m Black, and I’m southern, and I speak with a very
southern accent. So, when I mention to people that I sometimes speak and can understand
Spanish, they always seem so shocked (laughs). Sometimes I don’t even tell people because then they want you to prove yourself because you don’t look a certain way, and
other times I just drop that bit of information in just to let people know who’s in the
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room. It always just depends, you know, on who’s doing the asking or what we are talking about.
We’d discussed the layers of her identity and background before, but it was always very interesting listening to her explain when and how she code switched or remained invisible depending on
her environment.
Bianca is thirty years old, she is not married, and she does not have any children. This
school year was Bianca’s eighth year teaching although she has only been a certified teacher for
five of those eight years. Bianca has a Bachelor of Arts degree in English Language and Literature from a Historically Black University, and a Master of Arts degree in Teaching Secondary
English from a Predominately White Institution. She has previous teaching experience working
in a charter school setting but currently works at Appleton High School, a public high school in
the Tripton County school district.
Black Girlhood
When asked to describe the community in which she grew up, she explained that she
grew up in a predominately Black community situated right outside of a major city. She explained:
Bianca

I lived right outside of the city my whole life except for when I went away to
college. So, my community was well is still considered... Is a very affluent African American community.

As I listened to her reflect on her experiences in school growing up, she described her school, her
friends and the area that she grew up in. I then asked her to describe her most memorable experience. I encouraged her here to consider her experiences as a Black girl.
Researcher

Describe your most memorable experience as a Black girl.
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Bianca

My most memorable experience in school... I guess for me my most memorable
experiences are kind of centered around my extracurricular activities. I've always
been a cheerleader. So, I've always cheered no matter whether it was in middle
school or high school or anything. And the ladies that had conversations with me
about being a Black girl were usually my coaches. So, when we would go to different schools there was a conversation about how our hair looks and how we presented ourselves.

In recounting her experience, and considering what she wanted to say next, she paused for a moment before responding, emphasizing the severity of appropriate presentation taught and instilled
in her as a Black girl.

Bianca

And, when I say hair like our weave too! So, you cannot go with a raggedy
weave. So raggedy means like, I can see your tracks. If it’s knotted up, they
would have a conversation about presentation, about hair color and appropriateness of hair color. [They would say] You know you can’t get a job with that hair
color. Girl it's too bright. Let's talk about the skin complexion. Makeup... It's too
loud! It's too much! Let's fix this here.

Bianca then paused again. When she began speaking again, she began to describe how she was
taught as a Black girl to be aware of her body, and the fit of her clothes and representation.
Researcher

Can you explain what you mean?

Bianca

Because as Black girls, we are a little thick at the bottom, I remember my mom
would always say "oh no ma'am you need to add some extra length to that skirt.
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And I would say but, their skirts you know is short, and my mama would be like
uh no, I’m not raising no hoochie mama.

As she (re)examined her experiences as a Black girl, she began to describe her understanding of
her body in comparison to other girls, especially her White counterparts. In this examination she
explained that many of her lessons in Black girlhood came from either her mother, or female
mentors at school in the sports that she participated in. In this interview, she explained that many
of her lessons and her most memorable experiences came with lessons on how to “behave like a
lady,” which informed her of what she couldn’t do or wear regardless of what was deemed acceptable for her counterparts.
During this interview as Bianca shared her understandings of these interactions as a
Black girl, where she seemed to travel back in her mind. As she described how she came to know
and understand what was considered acceptable forms of presentation for her as a Black girl presenting herself to the world, she became very expressive with her hands and in her body language. When she referred to her hair and her training in Black girl hair neatness and presentation,
she raised her hands and fondled her hair to demonstrate as best she could, what neat appropriate
her looked like. As she described the scolding she’d received for wanting to rebel against these
lessons in Black girlhood, she raised her tone and rolled her neck to demonstrate the severity of
her mom’s words and lessons.
Because of how passionately and expressively she shared these stories I asked her if she
felt like these lessons were positive or negative.
Researcher

So, do you consider those lessons positive or negative as you reflect on you childhood?
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She then paused for a moment to consider my question before responding.

Bianca

At the time they were negative! Because it was like you can't do anything! And it
was very stifling. It was always, you can't do this. I don't care how they are over
there behaving. YOU don't get to do this. At the time I thought this is the worst
thing ever! But I mean now I guess depending on who is asking and the purpose,
they were preparing me for a larger thing. I think that, the women who were giving these lessons in Black girl behavior were teaching something beyond what I
was trying to do at the moment. Now [I understand] it was for a completely different purpose. It serves me later in life. I'm not a child anymore. I’m not that young
girl anymore, so it serves me for a different purpose.

In this vignette, Bianca describes the lessons she learned about the appropriateness of behavior
for Black girls from both her mother and her coaches as a Black girl in school. It is here, through
her describing her childhood experience that she comments on how she came to understand social expectations of behavior and presentation for Black girls, and the double standards created
for them in society. In chapter 5, the Black women teachers within the sista circle, re-examine
similarities of their experiences with these lessons and how they came to understand their positioning and societal expectations of them as Black women.
Next, I introduce Genois, a Spanish teacher at Appleton High School.

Genois
Half sista locs, twisted and hanging to the right, half smooth fade, sharply shaped on the
left, skin the color of dark roasted coffee. Inquisitive. Reflective. Rock and roll blended with
smooth jazz. These are all words that come to mind when I think of Genois.
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I first met Genois as we prepared for an afterschool student registration night. We were
both assigned to the same room for registration which just so happened to be in a computer lab
on the second floor of our main school building. As I entered the room, I looked around and saw
about 40 desktop Dell computers and one teacher’s desk centered in the back of the room. When
I walked in, two Black women, who were laughing and conversing, stopped talking with one another to greet me. “Hi! I saw your email this morning and knew we were assigned to the same
room. I wanted to talk to you about your research and just your doctoral experience,” said Genois
full of smiles and excited energy. I immediately smiled and told her, “Oh my God, sure! I was so
nervous, but I am really excited.” As we continued to discuss my research the other teacher, tall,
dark brown with straight, shoulder length black hair, chimed in interjecting, “Oh, I’m thinking
about doing it too. I need to take a moment to fill out the form.” She then immediately returned
to shuffling the papers on her desk. I then realized that our assigned room was her classroom,
and Genois and I were invited into her space. I wasn’t sure initially because I’d never been in
this part of the school building before this moment.
I walked towards the back, right corner of the classroom near where Genois stood and
placed my laptop and computer bag on the gray linoleum counter. Neatly, I arranged my bookbag in the corner as Genois patiently watched and waited for me to get settled before she began
to speak. Once I settled, Genois began to tell me about her educational experience and how because of her experiences she began to critique the state of education and her personal desire to
thrive as a teacher as well as give students what they need.
Throughout the evening, in between the ebbs and flows of our students coming in and out
to register for next school year, Genois and I discussed a plethora of things. She asked me about
my decisions to pursue a doctoral degree, how I selected my particular school and program, and

114

my interactions with my professors throughout my doctoral work. With each response, she always seemed to pause and reflect on our words. In her pauses, she never winced nor provided a
big smile, instead her facial expression consisted of raised eyebrows and wrinkles in her forehead. Her face always looked if she was absorbing the words, making sense of the sentences, and
trying to figure out how or if what I said had ever entered into her way of viewing the world. She
seemed to be actively reflecting, considering my commentary, and creating new questions with
each moment. As I reflect on this encounter, I realize that Genois was not only interviewing me
as she considered being a potential participant, but she was also trying to gain new understanding
as she considered both her experiences and her positioning within the world. I would later learn,
that this behavior was very common of Genois personality.
Background
When asked how she identified, Genois explained that she identified as an African American woman. She is 40 years old and has a two-year old daughter. When asked if she was married, she responded that marriage didn’t really “speak to” her. This school year was her eighteenth year of teaching and holds a Bachelor of Arts degree from an all-female college, and a
master’s degree. Genois currently works at Appleton High school, in the Tripton County school
where she currently teaches Spanish. She has also previously taught six years in an urban, predominately African American inner-city school.
Black Girlhood
When I asked Genois to describe the community where she grew up, she explained that
she didn’t really group up in one particular community and therefore considers herself a latch
key kid. She said since she’d always moved to place to place, she didn’t actually wasn’t really
big on communities as a whole. She explained, “I think my mom made her communities where
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we were. But I will say that watching my grandparents, I know that they can be a support system.
I know that community exists. It’s just never been my thing.” I then asked Genois to describe
her educational background and childhood experiences while attending school.
While waiting for her to reflect on her experiences, I watched as she struggled to begin
her response, hesitating and then silencing herself. After a few moments, with wrinkled forehead
she responded reflecting on a brief period in elementary school.
Genois

Umm, I think... (sigh)I think I was an oddball out. So, some of the things that I've
experienced as a child were just... I don't know because...I thought because I was
weird [but] maybe I wasn't that weird. But elementary was interesting because I
went my first few years where it was predominantly White. I had a hard time. Not
because I couldn't do the work, but because I just didn't transition well to the fact
that the school, from my experience, was very divisive. For some reason all the
boys sat together, and then all the White girls sat together. All the black girls sat
together. And that was difficult on my spirit. So, yea I didn't do well there. So, I
ended up leaving there. Umm...I don't remember... I blocked out a lot of stuff.
During this portion of the interview, I watched as Genois critically reflected on her expe-

riences as a Black girl where she often made comments like, “Oh man, I guess I never thought
about that before” or, “Oh man, let me think” before she answered. Genois continued explaining
that after she left from her initial elementary school, she attended a magnet school for a while before moving to the West Coast. As she talked about her experiences living on the west coast, I
watched as her memories rejuvenated her energy and added a different tone to her storytelling.
She stated,
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The West Coast I loved! Middle school was interesting, but it was... It was cool because
everybody was interacting with everybody as well. I love Seattle! Like, I was so sad
when I had to leave because it was very diverse. But it wasn't like a separated type of diverse. Everybody hung out with whoever and, and it was fine. So, my middle school
years... I just remember hanging out with whoever. I feel like there was more of an opportunity to be who you were. And there was no (paused to think) judgment on that.
Even from adults I felt like we were treated with… not more respect, but there was more
freedom and more opportunity to experience life on your own versus here.
Within this reflection, Genois mentioned that after her freshman year of high school her family
moved back to the east coast where she was again overwhelmed with a sense of culture shock.
Genois

But coming from that to the south ... It was shocking. It was difficult because then
it was just like, I again was I “out,” [And] I think that's definitely colored my experiences in education in terms of just okay. Here, it's not that I was just about the
books because I was about the books there too. But here I felt like I really didn't
socialize as much. I spent more time just doing my own thing. I'd played sports
and all that stuff, but even then, I still didn't have that same type of camaraderie
that I felt like I had on the West Coast.

Here, Genois reflected on her experiences as a transient Black girl and the differences between
her encounters with different races and community norms at her different schools. As she reflected on her interactions, she described how her realization that she was “out” or different from
community cultural practices and community norms forced her to become comfortable in her
isolation and develop ways to exist and thrive within those communities. These issues raised
here within Genois’ vignette were also (re)examined during the sista circle dinner table talks
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where each Black woman discussed how they adjusted when they confronted similar situations
of existing within and outside of the schools communities as they worked as teachers.
Next, I introduce Joyce, a Statistics and Accelerated Pre-Calculus teacher at Cedargate
High School.

Joyce
On a Monday afternoon, slightly before 5:00pm, I sat in the parking lot of Cedargate
High School. Although school ended at 3:40, I could see a few students hanging around outside,
seated at the front door of the school building. I watched as two boys talked and walked down
the hill in front of the school and assumed, they must have stayed after school for tutorial or
maybe even basketball practice because they both had on a pair of basketball shorts. As I gathered my things and approached what I assumed to be the front door of the school a petite brown
skinned girl called out to me and said, “you might have to go the front door. These doors are
locked.” I realized the girl must’ve watched me walk from my car and realized that I was trying
to get into the building. I responded with, “Thank you baby. I thought this was the front, but I’ll
just call and wait here.” After a few moments of waiting, I noticed a Black woman with her back
towards me, talking with a student while still inching towards me to push the doors open from
the inside. Round face, round glasses, and box braids. Not the long, braided box braid extensions
that young Black girls wear with huge earrings. Her braids were shorter, they fell slightly past
her shoulders. Her skin was the color of toffee, and she had round cheeks that made her eyes
seem slanted when she smiled to open the door. This was my very first-time meeting Joyce.
As she opened the door, I was caught off guard by the sound of her voice because her accent was not what I was expecting, which immediately let me know that she was not American.
Joyce spoke with a very heavy Caribbean accent. We introduced ourselves, exchanged greetings
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and she escorted me to her classroom. As we walked down the hallway towards her class, I noticed the green carpet that lined the dimly lit hallway. As we continued, I noticed four dark
skinned Black girls marking the steps to what appeared to be a dance routine. Finally, we made it
to her classroom, where a few students sat talking and laughing. As I waited for her to wrap up
her tutorial, which she’d informed in our email correspondence ended at 5:00, I watched quietly
as she interacted with her students. Two brown skin girls, sat at her desk sharing a bag of Nacho
Cheese Doritos, a brown skin girl with cornrows sat at a desk across the room punching in numbers on a calculator, and a caramel colored boy swirled around in a blue chair with wheels at the
door as he chimed in on the conversation of the two girls at Joyce’s desk. “Alright you guys,
time to go,” Joyce said to the students who began to gather their belongings to leave the room.
“Sorry bout dat,” Joyce said to me as she explained that her students would never leave if she
didn’t make them. I laughed and told her that it was okay and that I understood.
Background
When asked how she identified Joyce stated that she identified as a Black woman. She
was born and raised in the Caribbean where she grew up in a very rural area and explained that
growing up, emphasis was put more on class than race, but she always identified and knew that
she was Black. She is 39 years old and is married with no children. She holds a bachelor’s degree
in Information Technology, from a private college and teaching certification from a teaching fellows program. This school year was her fourteenth-year teaching, 12 of which she has taught at
her current high school, Cedargate.
Black Girlhood
As Joyce described her childhood, I watched as she took the time to explain her experiences growing up in the Caribbean as a Black girl. When I asked her in what ways, if any, did
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she feel like her education contributed to how she views or navigates schools, I listened as she
explained distinct differences between American and Caribbean schooling, and the influence that
it had on her.
Joyce

I think for me even growing up like one of the culture shocks that I had coming
across to education was like I grew up... And again, I went to private Catholic
school. So…

Researcher

(interrupts) Is that normal in?

Joyce

Well in Jamaica what you have to do is it to go to high school you have to actually take a test and so you have to pass the test to be able to get into the school.

Researcher

Oh! (laughs).

Joyce

Yeah and umm once you pass the test you have to actually keep a certain thing to
be able to stay in school or you could get kicked out of school.

Researcher

So where do you go if you get kicked out? Like what happens?

Joyce

Well you go to like a technical school. You could go to a technical school or
they’re called different ones like all age schools like where you could go and learn
a skill. So that is different! But one of the things was just the matter of respect.
Like I grew up where you know adults…You know you should always respect
your elders.

Researcher

Yeah.

Joyce

And, so your teachers especially you don't talk a certain way around them. You
don't act a certain way. And so, for me it was like… Who are you speaking to in
that manner? (laughs). So that was a big difference! And so even just... I had to
like shift like my perspective. I didn't think I would have had to address that.
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Researcher

Mm hmm.

Joyce

But then I learned that I had to change how I look at it. And, so I think based on
how I grew up, I expected the children to act a certain way or you know do certain
things. Or even just their work ethic. There was also like... A level of apathy and
you know and indifference like a kind of like I don't want to be there. And I think
sometimes when you just get into education you often get the worst classes.
(laughs) And so you get the kids who [are] like... I really don't want to be here at
all. Or they may have had so many different teachers that they feel like you're not
going to stay anyway, so they're not even going to embrace you. And so, there are
a lot of different dynamics that probably affect that. But I think just my perspective of how I experienced school was very different than me teaching in school.

While Joyce did explain some distinct differences in her schooling experience growing up in the
Caribbean, she also said something sounded very familiar when she discussed the impact that her
community had on who she was today. She explained,
For me growing up it's like it takes a village. So, it's like everyone in your community. So
that means anybody could reprimand you. You know anybody, if they know your family,
they know you. So, then you know anybody will tell you oh I saw her doing this and If
you could get reprimanded with them and then…. BOTH With your parents! (laughs)
In her vignette, Joyce describes her experience as a Black girl attending school in the
Caribbean. It is here within her description of her childhood, and her understandings of community, respect, and the value of education based on the structure of her schools and her community
growing, that Joyce’s voice and recollection re-emphasize and re-center two significant points
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under the definition of Black girlhood and Black womanhood in Black feminist thought. First, as
Joyce described her childhood, she reminds us of the diversity within Black girl and Black womanhood, which as described here, encompasses multiple cultures that contribute to not only how
we see and understand ourselves within society, but also our expectations with and in our interactions with others. The second point raised within this section is the assumptions made about
Black women working as teachers in schools within the United States. As a Caribbean Black
woman teacher Joyce reminds readers that although a Black woman may work in schools within
the United States that does not mean that she identifies as African American or has experienced
schooling within the United States as an adolescent.
Within this section, Joyce invites conversations around culture, diversity, and perspective
which became important in later conversations within the sista circle as the Black women teachers discussed how they understood and engaged in their roles as Black women working as teachers in schools in the United States.
In the final vignette I introduce Michelle, a 9th Grade Literature teacher at Ridgetown
High School.
Michelle
In the Tripton County school district teachers are tasked with creating county district assessments at each school level to use as benchmarks to track student growth. In doing this, the
school principal selects a few teachers, across disciplines, to attend a scheduled workshop to
learn the objectives and intended outcomes of these assessments. The training is held for teachers
for one day at a district location, and each teacher is asked to come together as a group to prepare
to write assessments that will be used in schools later in the school year, across the district.
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One morning, I don’t remember exactly what day, I rushed into our county district level
meeting at the county educational center. Nervously I rushed in, slightly late and anxious because I had never heard of or attended a meeting like this before. I walked in through the side
door, past a blue drink vending machine and an older model snack vending machine to my right,
a hallway with a bright yellow light declining down a slight slope, and a whiteboard with green
writing instructing participants to go straight ahead for “CDA” or County District Assessment
training. As I slowed down to saunter in and calm my nerves, I approached a room filled with a
sea of white faces. I scanned the room to find a familiar face, but at the time, the entire room
seemed to be a blur. I stopped short of the brown rug which centered the room at a table that had
several sign-in sheets. As I bent over to sign the form, a hand touched my shoulder gently and
greeted me with a bright smile followed by a “Hi!” It was a blonde haired light eyed woman,
who I immediately identified as the county curriculum specialist. I had met her a few times before. After we exchanged short pleasantries, I walked around the perimeter of the room to find an
available seat which I found in the front right corner of the training room.
For the first hour of the training, I sat silently at a table occupied by older white teachers
and wondered to myself how long each of them had been teaching and what levels they taught.
Although conversations were happening around me at my table, no one was conversing with me.
So, I just sat and listened. While sitting silently, I learned that many of the teachers that I sat with
were elementary school teachers who worked at the same school. One, the only White man at our
table, taught middle school social studies. As the presenter went through their training presentation slide by slide, tables chattered almost succinctly as each teacher commented on the words on
the facilitator slides about Depth of Knowledge (DOK), unpacking the standards, and under-
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standing that each standard could align to a DOK level. Finally, the facilitator asked us to rearrange ourselves by content and subject. I quickly gathered my belongings and repositioned myself at a round table about three tables over. At my new table sat one brunette White woman
with a high school emblem on her polo styled shirt who I’d met briefly before, a heavyset White
man, a short, salt and pepper haired petite White woman and a taller, slightly heavier, brunette,
who also wore their respective school, polo style shirts. Three of the teachers worked at the same
high school. The brunette that I had met before worked at a different school. Besides myself,
there was one other Black woman seated at the table.
Michelle sat with a slim, narrow face and skin the color of natural brown sugar. Her hair
was sandy brown, with a hint of red—The color some of us Black girls get during the summer
when we sit out in the sun too long, and it kisses the ends of our hair with natural reddish-brown
highlights. Her hair was a natural texture, pulled back in a wavy afro puff. She, too, sat dressed
in her school emblemed, uniform polo shirt which depicted a different emblem from any of the
others at our table. As we sat in our newly formed groups, the facilitator instructed us, as a table,
to pick one standard to deconstruct. While deconstructing it, we were to use what she’d just
taught us about assigning DOK levels to each standard. Once she gave us instructions, she put a
timer on the projector and told us to work.
Chatter quickly commenced around us as each table worked together to perform this task.
At my table, we all learned in, opened our computers, and began to search for our state English
Language Arts standards since we were all high school English teachers. One by one, each
teacher began to call out standards. Ironically, Michelle and I both said we would be willing to
work with any standard, so it didn’t matter which one we picked. However, as the table conversation and collaboration continued, I quickly noticed that our table had somehow morphed into
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two separate groups. While discussing the selected standard, it seemed that as Michelle or I contributed our ideas to the discussion, the three White women at the table talked over and around
us. As a result, at some point, I must’ve opened my computer and started working on my own
because the next thing I knew Michelle leaned over and quietly said, “Send me that. We’ll just
work together.”
In retrospect, I realize that as we sat at that table, our Blackness and marginalization created a fictive kinship. Immediately, we sat down and began sharing the events of our day. We
laughed, we discussed our students and upcoming standardized testing schedules, and we reflected on the occurrences of our day. We found comfort in one another within that moment, although we had never met because we were positioned as outside of the group discussions. So, for
the next few moments of our activity, Michelle and I sat there working together, separate from
our table members, and our conversations about our teaching experience, county experience, and
school experiences, drowned out all of the surrounding conversations. When the facilitator dismissed us for lunch, we both watched as our table members invited each other to get lunch together without offering us an invite. As they left the building, I remember Michelle saying, “I
brought my lunch anyway.” I said, “Me too,” and she responded, “As soon as we sat down, I already knew that [referring to the group dynamics] wasn’t going to work.” My initial encounter
with Michelle occurred before I even began my research study. However, I think our experience
within that space during that training created a bond that we didn’t even realize and speaks to our
experiences as Black women. We exchanged emails, and when I sent out my call for participants,
she remembered our conversations at that table and decided to contribute to my work.

125

Background
When asked how she identified, Michelle stated that she was an African American
woman. She is 48 years old, has been married for what she says seems like “forever and two
days.” She has two daughters and two sons, all of whom have graduated from high school except
the youngest girl. She is in 9th grade. This school year is Michelle’s fourteenth year teaching as a
certified teacher and twenty-fifth year working as an educator.
Michelle holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in Language Arts and English from a university
in rural Georgia and a Bachelor of Arts degree from an online university in Secondary Education
with English as her specialty. She worked currently works at Ridgetown High School in the Tripton County school district where she taught Honors and General 9th Grade Literature. She
briefly worked at Cedargate high school which is also a part of the Tripton County school district.
Michelle is very outspoken. She is very bold in her ideas, very opinionated, and very selfaware. In her own words, she has “always had this mouth.”
Black Girlhood
When asked to describe the community in which she grew up, Michelle explained, “So I
am from the south. It's very rural, [a] small town. I think when I graduated from high school, 80
of us graduated. So small… very small town. [It was] mainly, [a] majority White town where I
came from.” Next, I asked her in what ways she thought her community contributed to her upbringing and who she is today as a Black woman.
Michelle

Well first of all I think it contributed because in the great majority of my classes
from the time I was in elementary school to high school in this community you
always have what we call like a little token Black and you have they have that one
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Black kid that they umm that kind of acts the most White has the most White features or characteristics I guess I would say characteristics and that that child is
chosen I promise you that child is chosen from the time they're in kindergarten,
and they're that token child all the way to the high school to the time I graduate.
And, of course, I wasn't that token child. I was not the token child. The token
child was the only Black teacher in our community…It was his niece. We had one
Black teacher. Only when I went to high school… let me take that back. I had two
Black teachers the whole time I was in school.

Researcher

From elementary to?

Michelle

(interrupts excitedly) From elementary to high school. He was my… middle
school. It was a male PE teacher, Mr. Cheney and [in] elementary school Mr.
Kidd. And he was my third-grade teacher. So, I did get to have those two Black
teachers. Some kids didn't get to have them. But I did! And it was cool because
they both lived in my community. So that was the good thing about it! They lived
in our community. It seemed like they were always out helping everybody and all
the kids kind of fluctuated with [and] to them. Mr. Cheney ran what we call the
youth center. And, it was free for all the kids to go there. So, he taught during the
school year. And, during the summer he would open it [the youth center] up like
seven o'clock in the morning, almost like a Boys and Girls Club. That was in our
community. He opened it at 7:00 in the morning. They fed us. We had breakfast
there. We played games there all day long. We did some lessons there. They gave
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us lunch there. Then, you would go home after lunch, and then he would open it
up again at like 6:00 in the evening. Then, you would have snack and stay there
until 9:00. And back then you know it was in the middle of the community. So,
everyone, all the kids, just walked there and it was like a good hangout spot, so
you didn't get it in any trouble. Because you have Mr. Chaney there and he was
like was like everybody's daddy. So, it was just really cool! He's still there. [I]
Still see him when I go home.
When asked if her experiences with schooling and within her community as a Black girl
contributed to how she behaves and responds working as a teacher she explained,
I think my education most definitely contributes to the way that I teach my kids because
it allows me as an African American to have a better relationship with my minority students. It allows me to instill in minority students that, yes you can. You know, I did it!
You can too! Yes, you can! It's possible! It gives those kids…I mean it lets them know
that nobody is better than we are as African Americans. That anything you can do I can
do better!”
She also explained that once she graduated from high school, her mother would not allow her to
attend an HBCU, where her mother said that the world was not Black so “she must learn to navigate in a world of many people.” And, she must “see all sides of it.”
Michelle later recalled an interaction with one of her former students that, as she explained, reminded her of the community responsibilities she held as a teacher.
Michelle

At one of my previous schools we would get together me and a couple other
coaches...we would take them [basketball players] home after school and pick
them up. One [White] boy, he didn't have anything for graduation because his
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mom had died. And when it was graduation time I went out and bought his white
shirt, his Black pants, his tie, everything he needed, you know. And so, I can see
him now, and I can hear him yelling my name from two miles away. And, he's
coming running. So, it's a different dynamic and atmosphere, [because]you really... [it] take a village to get students through.
In the final moments of her interview, Michelle explained how her growing up in a small community and experiencing teachers having a vested interest in them as students beyond the classroom contributed to how she now views her role in school as a teacher.
Summary
In these six sections, I present narrative vignettes of each participant by pseudonym to
introduce them as individual characters and participants within this work. When discussing the
experiences of Black women as teachers, it was necessary for me to first introduce them as individuals to place value on their personal experiences and voices. It was also important to me that
each participant describe the significance of their experiences as Black girls in schools in order
to set the stage for their understanding how they have come to know and understand their positions now as Black women who work as teacher in schools.
Next, I present the findings of this study’s research questions as dominant themes. While
I will not present my findings by question within the next chapter, it is important that I restate
my research questions here because as they guided my work, during the sista circles, the participants addressed each research question across the five themes that will be presented. Therefore,
again, the research questions that guided my study were:
1) How have Black women in secondary public schools experienced stereotypes
of Black womanhood and oppression as teachers?
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2) How do Black women teachers deconstruct and negotiate stereotypes of Black
womanhood in secondary public schools?
I begin with an introduction to the sista circles and describe the setting and structure. Then, I present the findings by dominant theme: 1) How does it feel to be a problem? 2) You Must Work
Twice as Hard, 3) The “Appropriate” Black Girl, 4) I’m Tired of Being Tired, and 5) “Existing
in the System”. As I present each theme, I address how the conversations within the sista circles
respond to each of my research questions and then theorize the larger significance of these
themes when discussing the experiences of Black women teachers with stereotypes and oppression. At the end of the chapter, I then summarize the finding presented.
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5 SISTA CIRCLES
In Black Feminist Thought Collins (2001) contends that the realm of relatively safe discourse is a necessary condition for Black women’s resistance (p. 111). In order to create a space
for safe discourse to occur one must attend to all details, whether major or minor, especially
when considering the experiences of members from vulnerable populations like Black women
teachers. In chapter 3 I described the steps taken to create a safe space where the Black women
teachers in this study could come together to discuss their experiences with stereotypes and oppression in schools. Here in chapter 5, I present my findings from the sista circles by theme.
While I do not present my findings by question within this chapter, it is important that I restate
my research questions here because they guided my study and my analysis of the conversations
within the sista circles. Within each of the five themes presented, the sistas respond to each question across the five themes presented.
Again, the research questions that guided my study were:
1) How have Black women in secondary public schools experienced stereotypes
of Black womanhood and oppression as teachers?
2) How do Black women teachers deconstruct and negotiate stereotypes of Black
womanhood in secondary public schools?
In the next sections, I present the findings of my research study by dominant theme: 1) How does
it feel to be a problem?, 2) You Must Work Twice as Hard, 3) The “Appropriate” Black Girl, 4)
I’m Tired of Being Tired, and 5) “Existing in the System.” Again, each theme presented in this
chapter were dominant throughout the course of this study and are represented either by a resonant quote from a participant, or a quote from a dominant theme in African American literature
which best characterized the words and ideas shared by the sistas within the circle. As I present
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each theme, I address how the conversations within the sista circles respond to each of my research questions and then theorize the larger significance of these themes when discussing the
experiences of Black women teachers with stereotypes and oppression. At the end of the chapter,
I summarize the findings presented.
“How Does it Feel to Be a Problem ?”
As a Black woman there are a lot of times that we don’t speak our minds. We don’t say
all of the things we want to say. We hold back our true selves because we are concerned
about what others may say or what they may think, just based on things that have been
set up a certain way. So, we tend not to share out true selves with everyone because [of]
the perception it will create.
-Joyce
The first theme that arose during my research study centered DuBois (1903) question
from his literary work The Souls of Black Folks, where he poses the infamous question, “How
does it feel to be a problem?” Within his work DuBois discusses the Black man in America and
his awareness that in society he must hide his true self in order to exist in the United states. Yet,
as a Black man, he knows that no matter how hard he tries or what he does, he will never feel
true citizenship due to his raced and classed identities. Similarly, Joyce, in the quote above commented on this same idea, describing her awareness of the perceptions of Black womanhood that
force her, and other Black women alike, to hide their true selves in schools.
It was during one of our first discussions Joyce made the above statement to the group
forcing us to discuss how, as Black women, we often don’t speak our minds, or share our
thoughts at work in schools, especially in meetings and within our Professional Learning Communities (PLC’s). As she made this statement, the other sistas within the circle responded with
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subtle nods of their heads in affirmation. Then, in response to her statement, Bianca paused momentarily, reflecting on Joyce’s comment to the group seemingly to (re)examine her understandings of herself and experience with what Joyce described.
After a few moments, she responded,
I don’t know. I guess I’ve never been a problem! I’ve always done or said what I

Bianca

want. Even in college. I mean… I know what I’m talking about. Now, I don’t
know… This year, I learned to just keep to myself. I stay out in my trailer.
As Bianca tried to make sense of her experiences and feelings with the group, she explained that
this year was her first year working at Appleton High School, working in a predominately White
environment, and was the first time that she had ever felt like she was a problem or that her ideas
weren’t valid.
As she shared her feelings and discussed her experiences with the group, Genois, who
also works at Appleton, added that she too stays in her room and limits her interactions with her
peers because she knows that “it’s just a waste of time.” As Genois explained her understanding
she explained that she is the only Black woman on her foreign language team where she works
with one White male and one White female. She stated that often, even if she tried to share ideas
with the group, either her peers didn’t listen, or they problematized her input. Then, Milann, who
also works at Appleton High School, shook her head, laughed and added,
Yep! I stay in my room. I might come out and eat lunch with them. But, for the
most part, I stay in my room.
It was in this discussion that each of these sistas commented on how they as Black women who
work as teachers where they are minoritized individuals, responded in situations where they felt
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problematized by either disengaging or limiting their interactions with their White counterparts to
avoid issues.
As the conversation continued, the other sistas in the circle made small remarks of agreeance. Brittney, then, began to describe how she coped with dealing with her white male department members as the only woman in her department, the only Black woman on her team, and the
team lead.
Brittney

I definitely had the experience at our school with closing the door and doing what
I want to do because the stuff that they [her white male team members] were doing
did not make any sense. And one it didn't follow the standard… Even this year I
was team lead and the boys [White male team members] didn't want to do what I
wanted to do. I mean... They didn't want to do what I suggested that we do as a
team. And so, I stepped back because I was like I'm not gonna keep repeating myself and asking... I'm going to do me.

As we sat and listened to Brittney reflect on and share her experiences, I looked around
the room and watched and listened as we, each began to dive deep into ourselves, as we shared
similar stories, and as we grappled with issues as we saw them. I noticed that we each made an
effort to talk through our understandings of what those interactions meant.
As Brittney shared her experience with the group, she explained that because the county
where she’d transferred in from had more access to Professional Development and Technology,
the teachers within that district had already began implementing new state standards and developing new lessons in response to those new state standards. She further explained that because of
her awareness of the new changes that would eventually make it to Tripton county, she had offered to share her resources with her team members, however they were resistant. Within this
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conversation, Brittney explained to the other sistas that she felt as though their resistance resulted
partially from her being a new teacher to her school, but more so because she was a Black
woman, and in fact the only Black woman in her department surrounded by White men. As she
spoke a few of the other sistas exclaimed, “Yep!”, “Girl, see that’s why I don’t even say anything” and “See, that’s why I hate going to meetings.” It was within this conversation that
Brittney discussed notions of citizenship and belonging (Vickery, 2017), and the resulting isolation that she felt because of her awareness that both her race and gender placed her on the margins within her department, positioning her and her ideas as less valuable within that space.
Brittney then explained how, because she didn’t want to be labeled as “aggressive” or
“angry” by her team members, she negotiated who she was naturally outside of school to fit into
the school culture, thus presenting behaviors that were nonproblematic. She stated that she didn’t
want to “cause any problems” with her team members, so she resorted to only relaying information from her school administrators as team lead, but otherwise remaining silent. She further
explained that while she was normally a “demanding” person, she didn’t feel like wasting her
breath anymore. Instead, she retreated to her classroom, closed the door and did what she knew
was best for her students.
Genois, likewise, shared her experience of being critiqued by her White male department
members.
Genois

Yeah, I've been criticized by some of my colleagues, particularly white males because I play so many games in my room. But I find that they are effective. Like
I'm sure a lot of people think I'm lazy. I'm not lazy.

As Genois shared her experience of being critiqued by her white male counterparts, there were
moments of heightened, collective frustration which were expressed periodically with an agitated
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“see girl no!” or “mmm mmm” and head shaking in disgust. Here, Genois described how her
choice to differentiate lessons to meet student needs and learning styles resulted in criticism by
her teammates. Instead of viewing her practice as a form of differentiation, she explained that her
students informed her that her peers complained about her in class, saying that she plays too many
games and “doesn’t teach.” Here, she confronted being stereotyped as lazy and having her ability
critiqued. However, contrary to Brittney’s experience, Genois explained that she refused to “reshape and remold” who she was just fit in to what other people expected of her. In her experience,
Genois’ refusal to conform or adjust herself, was an individual act of resistance.
After a brief moment, she explained that maybe because she had been teaching for a long
time, or maybe because she moved around a lot as a child, she learned to do what made her feel
“comfortable,” especially when she considered that she had a family at home, and larger issues to
be concerned with beyond other people’s perception of her.
Finally, within this conversation, both Bianca and Milann offered their input on the topic.
Bianca

I guess that's hard because we, in our department, have a structured curriculum.
So, the kids are always like, “Why are we reading this?” and I don't know… Because we have to. So, I’ve said [to her colleagues] this test is a horrible test. It’s
not aligned to any standards. And my co-worker has said, “Well I made that test!”

Here, Bianca shared feelings of frustration within her classroom and her department. As she described her experience, she explained to the group, feeling inadequate because she could not provide students with answers to their questions about curriculum, because she did not fully understand herself. She also explained that because she felt like learning and lessons should be purposeful and aligned to state standards, she made attempts to find out the rationale behind the current selection of texts and test structure but wound up offending her peers with her questioning.
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Again, within this experience, Bianca, like Milann and Genois, discussed her experience with
meeting resistance from her peers. Then, because Bianca and Milann work at the same school
and were the only two Black women in their department, Milann shared her observations of what
Bianca described.
Milann

It just really pisses me off with the way they react to her as if like, you know she
is aggressive or passive aggressive or whatever. It's like she's not wrong! So, I just
don't understand why they get so frustrated with her. Or, why they're mad.

For Milann, she was able to discuss Bianca’s experience as both an insider and an outsider, because while she worked within the same department, she was not in the same PLC. As a result,
she heard the complaints of the other teachers in their department about Bianca, as she stood in
the hallway for duty. She, then, further explained that working at their school was a very interesting experience because she had to make a lot of adjustments to her behavior to avoid having
interactions like Bianca’s. She stated that when she first began to work at Appleton, one of the
things that was said about her was that she had “an attitude.” So, now instead of saying something that she was thinking or expressing how she felt, she “learned to be quiet.”
In this section each sista discussed how they dealt with being problematized at their
schools. As each discussed their experiences and how they responded in those instances, they
also commented how they chose to navigate and negotiate themselves as a result of their awareness of what Dubois (1903) calls double consciousness, which the result of knowing that their
race has placed them on the margins of society. As they (re)examined their experiences with one
another within the sista circle, they also discussed the impact of their experiences on the intersections of their identities being Black women who work as teachers in predominately White
spaces. Collin’s (2016) work provides a critical examination of these occurrences because she
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describes the significance of the convergence of the intersectional experiences of Black women
when considering their race, gender, and class. Gender furthers the Black woman’s positioning
from the center of society, extending the realm of double consciousness as discussed by DuBois,
because gender adds yet another layer of behavioral expectations placed upon Black women that
set the standard of how they are to behave, react, and how they are perceived.
In this section, the sista’s described how they both felt and dealt with being positioned as
problems within their departments and schools, whether as a result of their interaction with their
peers or what they chose to do with their students. Each of the stories within this section illustrate Black women must constantly confront stereotypes of Black womanhood as they deal with
racialized hegemony in schools. As they discussed their feelings about their encounters, they explained how they either decided to negotiate who they were and became silent and isolated themselves. Or, they chose to resist.
“You Must Work Twice as Hard”
I often wonder if my students’ behaviors are different because I’m Black. My students respect
me, but some of the things they do, they wouldn’t do in a White teacher’s class. So, is it because
I’m Black? I want you [the students] to feel comfortable, but the same respect you give to that
White teacher, I need from you.
~Brittney
The second dominant theme that arose in this study was the idea that Black women, as
teachers, work twice as hard as their white colleagues, whether in the classroom with their students or in the building when compared with their peers. In the above quote, Brittney shared
with the group a question that she often grappled with internally as she considered her encoun-
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ters with her students. In the above quote she explained that she noticed that in her class, her students exhibited behaviors that they didn’t exhibit with their White teachers. In her comment she
acknowledged that the majority of her students were Black (see figures 6-12) yet they had mostly
White teachers (see figures 1-5). As a result, she wondered if they “acted out” because they were
comfortable and felt familiar with her because of her race. She, further, expressed frustration because she placed so much emphasis on organizing and planning for her classes.
Brittney

They make me so mad. I come to work every day at 7:15, even though we don’t
have to be there until 8:10. My peers don’t do that! I stay after school. I coach
cheerleading AND, I take time away from my family, yet they don’t appreciate it.
But they can go into that White teacher’s classroom and act like they got some
sense.

As Brittney discussed the double standards that she experienced with interacting with her students, Milann responded, “Same! Or, they describe them differently…They’ll say they [the
White teacher] is strict instead of aggressive or mean” if they corrected their behavior in class. In
this discussion each of the sistas considered the affect that their race had on how their students
perceived and interacted with them. Brittney considered whether her students felt “fictive kinship” or connectedness with her because of their race. But, on the other hand, Milann described
how she thought that dominant stereotypes affected even how their students characterized their
behaviors, as Black women, in comparison to their White peers.
As the conversation continued, Milann proceeded to discuss how her race has placed additional burdens on her in her interaction with her peers. Shifting back and forth in her seat,
Milann discussed how a department chair at her school sought her out to attend a meeting for a
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student with a disability because the school needed a Black teacher present to show staff diversity and eliminate assumptions of racism, even though, she did not know or teach the student.
Milann

This was like maybe like two months ago. She [the Department Chair] asked, “Do
you mind if you sit in a meeting with me”? She's like yea because the whole family is Black and last time there were no black people in the room, and they said we
were being racist. So, we just need a Black person to sit in the meeting.

As Milann detailed this interaction, Genois exclaimed inquisitively, “Really?!” Then, because Michelle’s school had a predominately Black student and faculty population (see figure 1),
she replies, “Uh Uh! See, we don’t have those problems!” As Milann spoke, the details of her
story were accompanied by deep sighs, a brief eyeroll, and an occasional teeth-smacking to emphasize the irritation the other sistas within the circle felt with her being asked to sit in a meeting
for a student that she didn’t know. As the sistas expressed their contempt, Milann explained that
this was a normal practice and encounter with Black teachers at her school because of the disparity of Black teachers to Black students. Within this description Milann discussed the double taxation of Black bodies in schools as Black faculty, as they were often used to complete tasks that
were not necessarily their own. In schools this taxation often comes in the form of using the racial capital of Black teachers, and the gender of Black women teachers to make connections with
students as a result of their racial, gendered, and sometimes assumed cultural identities. These
tasks in comparison, however, as discussed, were not requested of their White counterparts.
Finally, in this final section, Bianca, shared an encounter with a Black assistant principal
where he explained that her scores needed to be superior considering her racial positioning as the
only Black woman on her team.
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Bianca

So the other day I had an administrator come into my classroom and he was like
"You know when we come back from spring break, you need to do Milestone
prep. We need to just make sure that your scores…YOUR SCORES are good.

Here, Bianca expressed not only her frustrations of having the “race talk” with her Black administrator, but that she realized the dialogical conversations that sometimes occurred between people of color in White spaces. As she responded to Genois questions of “Do you ever point out to
them that they have racialized conversations with you?” Bianca shouted a firm “No.” She then
quickly shifted her tone as she explained that she believed the race talk was only necessary now
that her test scores, as a Black woman teacher, were compared to her white co-workers who
worked at her school for years. She explained, “I mean, I guess I’m supposed to prove myself. I
get it.” Bianca also said that she viewed those conversations as a form of caring from her administrator because within those conversations he always explained that he didn’t want to give
“them” [their White colleagues] anything negative to say about her.
As Bianca spoke, Milann looked down and away before reacting in shock. She explained
that while she was in the same position in their department, she did not get the “race talk.” However, later Milann reflected and explained that she believed she does not have some of these experiences because she typically agreed with requests made of her, and then did what was “necessary” when it came to her students behind closed doors. She stated, “I just play the game.”
Michelle later identified with Brittney and Bianca’s stories as she reflected on a previous
encounter at her former school. Michelle reflected on an interaction that occurred between her
and a Black administrator at the end of her four-year tenure at Camden High School, a predominately White school situated in a predominately white county. While she described this experience to the other sistas, she zealously raised her voice at points of contention. She explained that
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while working at that school she consistently had high test scores with her students, which were
in fact the highest in her county. But it wasn’t until her school hired a Black administrator that
she was made aware of her accomplishments. In reflecting on this experience, she shared that
she felt it would have been “too much” for her administrators to acknowledge her accomplishments, because then it would mean that she, a Black woman, knew what she was doing and had
outperformed her white female counterparts.
As each of the teachers described their experiences within their schools, they called out
by name “double standards” and having to do “more” than their white peers. It was within their
descriptions and recollections that they centered the African American aphorism that as a Black
person in America “You must work twice as hard to get half as far” or to have half as much
(DeSante, 2015). In each of their encounters they again confronted and analyzed the affects that
race had on their experiences while working as teachers in schools. Through their stories they,
then, explained that they understood the implications of their positioning as Black women working in schools, so they worked harder, showed up earlier, and sat in spaces to symbolize and represent Black professionalism in order to create new narratives around their personhood and
Black womanhood.
The “Appropriate” Black Girl
Is there a such thing as the “appropriate” Black girl? Why should WE be appropriate?
~Michelle
The third theme that arose during our conversations was the idea of the “appropriate”
Black girl, which centered the appropriateness of Black women’s behaviors as teachers in the
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classroom and within schools. Within this discussion we expressed feelings of fear of ramifications for discussing critical and sensitive topics, as well how we navigated those encounters
when we had to confront issues that centered our race.
Michelle began the discussion by sharing a previous experience that she had with an administrator questioning the appropriateness of her lessons.

Michelle

One year I had…It was Obama's first term. I had the principal come in my room
and I thought he was just doing an observation. [Then] He was like, we had a call
from the county office and the Central County Republican Party was at the board
because they said that you were teaching the kids and encouraging them to vote
for President Obama. And we were doing Malcolm X at the time. I said these are
two different people! I said, and Obama's the president [so] if I want to have pictures up of him in my room that's perfectly fine. Plus, I teach 9th graders so that
would be a waste of my time to encourage them to do anything!

As Michelle described this instance, the other teachers in the circle sat in complete silence. Part of their silence was disgust for her being policed, which they signified by shaking
their heads and sighing deeply as she shared her experience. The other part of their silence was a
result of their shock at how boldly Michelle behaved in standing her ground and sharing her feelings to her administrator. As they sat partially annoyed for Michelle and partially shocked with
their foreheads wrinkled, she explained her frustrations and need to stand her ground about her
choices regarding her classroom.
As the conversation continued, Michelle’s discussion of her decision to stand her ground
made Bianca reflect on her previous experiences of discussing politics in her classroom, versus
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her fear now, at her this school, which again, had a predominately White staff. Here, Bianca and
Brittney shared their feelings on teaching politics, race, and other critical issues in the classroom
as Black women teachers.
Bianca

Now see I would be so scared. I think that Appleton has scared me. I think that
they’ve made me feel like my race is a burden and I’ve never felt that way. But I
think now, I always reflect on the fact that I’ve always been free. While I’m
teaching, I’ve always thought about teaching my kids [or] allowing my kids to see
the whole picture. But I just never thought about, okay I have to leave this part of
me out of the classroom. But I think now, I wouldn’t know how to deal…I am so
raw. I haven’t been molded into the “appropriate” black girl I guess... and it frustrates me.
Within her reflection, Bianca shared that she had “always been free” because she had al-

ways either gone to school or worked in all-Black environments. Because of this she felt like she
always got to experience life as “just Bianca” not as the “Black girl” in school, nor the “Black
teacher Bianca” while working in schools. She explained that she never had to consider the
larger implications of race on her behavior or the backlash that others who shared her race and
gender while in those environments may experience, where she previously worked, or in her previous schooling. However, she explained now when she prepared lessons and taught in class, she
thought twice about the assumptions that would be made about what she said or taught, and how
she presented information in her class.
As Bianca told her story of experience, she began to describe her understanding of her
Blackness in binary terms of being free to discuss whatever she needed in her classes at her previous school, versus feeling trapped and limited from discussing critical topics at her current
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school due to her position as a Black woman and minority teacher. These binaries then raised her
second point of contention. In expressing her feelings of fear, she described the impact of her
Blackness as being a burden on her experience because it limited her ability to fully interact with
her students and create spaces for necessary cultural and racial conversations. She expressed
worry that her lessons would be viewed as “inappropriate” if she had “raw” critical conversations
with her students, so she tried her best to avoid having them at all at her school.
As Bianca explained her thoughts to the group, the room quickly erupted in shouts of
ridicule and inquiry—not to her, but in response to her last words. This discussion of the “appropriateness” of Black girl behavior or the appropriateness of their behavior as teachers seemed to
hit each of the sistas heavily because it was accompanied with looks of confusion and tilted
heads as they each seemed to measure the weight of her use of the word “appropriate.” Then,
Michelle, in her typical fashion, remarked loud enough to be heard through the collective shouts
and commentary, and loud enough to silence the group,
“Is there a such thing as the “appropriate” black girl?! Why should WE be appropriate?!”
As Michelle and the other sistas pondered over this question, Genois responded with a resounding, “Right!” Brittney, then, in silence, reflected on the positions of both Michelle and Bianca.
While wrinkling her forehead in thought, Brittney considered how her upbringing, and growing
up in a predominately White environment had shaped her ideas of what she considered to be “appropriate” Black girl behavior.
Brittney

Well I would say in teaching government now and having taught it for five years.
I think it goes back to me being raised in the south in some way it's been instilled
in me to be meek. And I see that carried out in my classroom especially at Apple-
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ton. In talking about politics or talking about the government, I've had observations where they've noted, you know, good teaching. But where's the critical
thinking? Where's the more analyzing of the politics or government? And I don't
do it because that was gonna require us to talk about race. And I don't feel comfortable having those discussions.
As Brittney talked about her decisions in her classroom, she explained that she doesn’t feel comfortable having conversations centered on race and politics, although she is a social studies
teacher, and has felt comfortable doing so in previous years at other schools that were predominately Black. She attributed her current feelings of uneasiness to her awareness of working in a
conservative community, at a school with a predominately White staff. She stated that because
her colleagues are White men and have openly expressed their views and opinions about political
parties, she didn’t want to “rock the boat,” or even present an opportunity in her class for her students to get into conflict with one another or her, because they didn’t know how to have critical
conversations without becoming overwhelmed with emotions. To this point, Bianca shared an
interaction with one of her students where she was confronted with their personal beliefs about
race.
Bianca

I get it. When we read To Kill a Mockingbird, I had a little White boy tell me 'oh
it's okay for me to call you a Nigga.’ And I was like, so no it's not. And, he was
like yes, it is. Because y’all call each other Nigga’s all the time. It's not like I’m
calling you the B-word. And then he was like my daddy... my daddy said…

Brittney

See that's why I don't do it.

Here, Brittney immediately interjected as she identified with Bianca’s earlier sentiments
and feelings of fear. She explained that it was because of the fear that comes with having kids
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say the wrong thing in her classroom, like the interaction that Bianca had with her student, or
having heightened emotions expressed by her students, that she limited how deeply or critically
she discussed politics in her classroom.
In these instances, both teachers expressed feelings of being uncomfortable with being a
critical Black woman teacher in their schools when considering conversations of race and politics because of the potential implications or what others may say. In considering the remarks of
each of the sistas, Genois, Milann and Brittney further analyzed the impact that race had on
teaching difficult topics for them. As the women considered their positions and roles as teachers,
Genois waited before commenting,
Genois

But I think that's the issue with education in general and not just this system but
us as educators. Teachers have become afraid to navigate those difficult conversations. And so, I think even when we have these difficult conversations about race,
about immigration, about politics, or about whatever it may be, I think it's difficult to be honest and speak from the heart. And so, I don't think our kids, in a lot
of ways, are going to be able to grow as individuals because they're missing out
on a lot of those conversations and those opportunities…Because we can't have
those conversations.

Here, Genois critiqued the state of education and communicated disdain. As she shared her sentiments, she was supported by a series of nodding heads around the room and guttural mmhmm’s
from a few of the sistas to show their agreement with her views. However, as Genois spoke,
Milann sat with an inquisitive look on her face.
While each of the sistas shared their stories, Milann used her fork to toss the lettuce back
and forth on her plate. She seemed to be absorbing each of their views and wrestle with how she
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felt in comparison to what they shared, and her own personal experiences. Throughout our meetings, I noticed that this was something that Milann tended to do. She always seemed to look
down, listen, and consider her experience before responding in the group. When she finally
shared, she raised an important point about knowing your students and understanding classroom
dynamics and culture. She stated that she thought that “we”, Black teachers, disservice our students when we don’t have those conversations with them. She firmly argued, “You just have to
know when and how to do it.”
While she was able to have racialized conversations with some of her previous classes,
she expressed that she was also aware that she could not discuss politics or the current president
in her classroom now because it created issues that she did not want to deal with. In these comments each of the sistas shared how they felt about having to negotiate who they were and sometimes avoided conversations about critical topics because they didn’t want to have issues in the
classrooms, or with other colleagues. They explained that even if avoiding those conversations
were at the expense of teaching their students how to communicate or be well-rounded critical
citizens, they often made the decision to avoid these conversations to survive the day.
As the conversation continued, Bianca began to speak in a very agitated yet passionate
tone about how she felt about teaching students to confront racial issues. As spoke, she seemed
bothered by what she was about to share with the group.

Bianca

I had a girl last semester tell me when we were reading To Kill a Mockingbird.
"My grandparents are white. My mom is white and my daddy's black. And my
grandparents, my white grandparents, always ask me when I wear my hair natural
you know, why you walking around lookin like that? You look like you stuck
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your finger in the socket"… When she said that, I felt like I needed to teach her
about being a black girl. But I looked at my co-teacher who is White, and around
the room at my students and just moved on to the next question on the anticipation guide.
As Bianca spoke, she expressed frustration because she said that she knew in that moment she
was supposed to teach her student and provide her with lessons on being comfortable in her skin
and with her hair. But, because she didn’t want to deal with criticism or commentary from her
co-teacher, as she had to deal with in the past when she spoke on culture or racialized experiences in her class, she opted to continue with the lesson and not address what the student needed
in that moment.
Here, Bianca described how her interaction with her student made her aware of her coteacher’s feeling about the types of discussions and conversations that she responded to in class.
As she shared, she explained that her co-teacher made previous comments, stating that Bianca
taught the curriculum “so different” from her White counterparts, making her aware that how she
taught did not comply with or fit into the normal standard of teaching performed by her White
peers, and was viewed as inappropriate by her co-teacher. Genois then tried to help Bianca talk
through and work through her encounter with her colleague.
Genois

But, see I feel like that in and of itself is impactful because we walk through life
differently. Actually, it's a reality that we look at it [life] in a different way. I feel
like it's just one of those additional burdens that end up becoming [ours] is... either we choose to explain it, or we choose to ignore. But either way it puts an additional burden.
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Here, both Bianca and Genois addressed issues that Black women as teachers face while
trying to negotiate their personal experiences as Black women versus what may be deemed appropriate conversations or lessons in classroom settings. As Bianca explained that she felt the desire to “teach her student about being a Black girl” she addressed the additional role that Black
women teachers in schools incur where, in addition to curriculum, they feel a responsibility to
teach students about what it means to walk through life with Black skin (Beauboeuf-Lafontant,
1997). Bianca also described the shame that also comes when Black women teachers, in a decision to protect themselves while working, sometimes choose to ignore the lessons that they can
and need to provide to students that their White counterparts cannot.
On one hand, within these conversations, each of the sistas understood and expressed
their awareness of needing to have critical conversations in their classrooms. However, on the
other, they also understood that in order to have those conversations, they would have to sometimes go beyond what was deemed as “appropriate” conversations to teach those lessons. In this
section, each of the sistas grappled with issues that supported arguments on the need for Black
women teachers to be present in classroom, but also the difficulty they faced in their experiences
once they were there.
I’m Tired of Being Tired
I can feel myself trying to be controlled because I am afraid of, if I say this, is somebody gonna
take it this way. And even though that may not be how I feel I try to fit into the culture around me
to make other people comfortable. And now this year, I’m starting to feel it…I’m tired of being
tired.
~Milann

150
The fourth theme that arose in our sista circle conversations was I’m Tired of Being
Tired. In this discussion, the sistas within the sista circle began to reflect on their experiences
with code-switching, their awareness of the expectations that accompanied their raced and gendered identities in schools as Black women teachers, and the burden they felt as a result of each.
In one conversation Genois asked us about our beliefs on what we thought we should and
shouldn’t “be able” to do.
Genois

So, here's a question. Do you feel like you should… I don't want to say "should be
able to" because you could technically. But, do you feel like when you encounter
negative situations, or have to sit in hostile meetings, you should be able to just
walk out of the room without being punished or persecuted or worse?

It was within this question that Genois (re)examined her understanding of the expectations that
come with our behaviors as Black women teachers, and she pushed the group to reflect on
(re)examining their own understandings. To this question, both Milann and Bianca replied almost in unison, “I do!” “I think I should be able to walk out!” Bianca continued, explaining that
while she may have a desire to leave the room, she knew that if she did, her actions will be
viewed as unprofessional. She explained that she felt like sitting in the room and “taking it” isn’t
professionalism at all, she said it is actually “a form of verbal abuse.”
Genois

And I feel like if you do, then of course somebody is going to pull you to the office and be like well what happened? Why did you do that? You know that's not
the right thing to do.

Bianca

Yea! [As if] You were being disrespectful and unprofessional. Like sitting there
and taking it is [exhibiting] professionalism.
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Genois

Yea and I don't agree with that. I think particularly for teachers of color, there
are these like small micro-aggressions that after a while they add up. And so,
when you react, they are looking at you like you're crazy. But they're not even
thinking about the day to day shit that you go through. But, when dealing with
people not of color, those things that you deal with on a regular would never
even crossed their mind. It's one of those additional things we're dealing with on
top of all of that other mess.
In these lines Bianca and Genois discussed the institutionalized abuse that they experi-

enced as Black women while working as teachers, and how this abuse was portrayed as normal
as they were applauded for enduring these experiences. For example, Genois explained how she
was praised by administrator for remaining silent in a meeting with a disgruntled parent. In another, Bianca described her previous experience of sitting in a meeting in the presence of a parent and an administrator where the parent berated all school personnel, including herself, and the
student shouted obscenities. After the meeting, Bianca explained, that the principal, also a Black
woman, informed her that “you just have to sit there and take it. They’re the parent, and you
don’t want them accusing you of anything. You have to just let them get it out.” In these examples, each sista described instances where they were expected to endure negative behaviors in
spite of the potential trauma or abuse that they may experience. They were praised for sitting in
meetings, enduring negative behaviors, and remaining silent. Yet, they were aware that if they
chose to resist during those encounters, they should expect to be scolded or reprimanded.
It is within their commentary that both Bianca and Genois critiqued the lingering influence of slavery on the experiences and expectations of Black women, in this case while working
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as teachers in schools (hooks, 2015a). As they spoke, Genois furthered this critique by characterizing these encounters as “micro-aggressions” and describing them as additional things that
teachers of color have to deal with because of their positionings in society which cannot be separated from the experiences that they have while working as teachers. Milann then shared how
dealing with micro-aggressions and negotiating who she was to survive at school had taken a toll
on her this year.
Milann

Yea...But I definitely feel like I've noticed it this year especially that it's stopped
me from connecting with my kids because I feel like I'm not fully being myself.
Like I can feel myself pulling back. I can feel myself trying to be controlled because I'm afraid of, well if I say this somebody is gonna take it this way. Or, I
have this facial expression… so it's more so being meek and smiling and whatever. And even though that may not necessarily be how I feel, to try to fit like the
culture around me and make other people more comfortable.

Here, Milann somberly admitted that it was because of her worry that her professionalism would
be viewed negatively, she limited the types of relationships that she built with her students.
When Milann used phrases like “meek” and “controlled”, Michelle’s face quickly wrinkled up.
Michelle sat back in her chair and asked Milann how she felt about feeling like she couldn’t be
free to be herself, to which Milann shrugged her shoulders before replying, “I mean, I just look at
it as this is the way things are.”
As she made this comment, Michelle sighed, shook her head in empathy, and asked how
many years Milann has been teaching. As she responded, Genois retorted, “Oh that makes
sense.” Then, as both Genois and Michelle found understanding in why Milann felt the way she
did, the rest of the group begin to make sense of their line of questioning and commentary. It was
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within this interaction between the three, that both Genois and Michelle explained that Milann’s
feelings are “new teacher blues” specifically for us as Black women, because she had yet to become comfortable in the realization that she might as well do what felt was best for her because
how people react to and what they expect of her as a Black women will not change. Therefore,
she may as well “save her energy,” and just be herself. As they made these assessments, Bianca
and Brittney commented on their observations that within the conversations, they noticed that
both Genois and Michelle seemed to do what they wanted and expressed how they felt, more so
than any of the other sistas within the circle. Brittney stated,
Oh, well I can’t wait until I get to that point, because right now, oh no! Right now, I do
the most! But again, I just have always been taught to do more and be respectful, especially when dealing with, you know, White people, because we just have to.
Again, as she reflected, Brittney described how her lessons from her childhood still influenced
how she navigated school, even while working as a teacher. Within this exchange, each of the
sistas examined how dominant narratives of professionalism affected their experiences and contributed to how they chose to either react or display “acceptable” forms of behavior for Black
women in professional spaces, like smiling, or remaining silent and nonresponsive in negative
and sometimes hostile situations at work. They also considered how their experiences as Black
girls in schools influenced how they reacted and navigated schools today.
“Existing” in the System
I think in our classrooms we [Black women teachers] are supposed to be protectors of all of our
students; But, especially our Black students and other students of color because they come with a
certain added life experience that people don’t account for in the classroom. I think our job is to
not only educate them, but protect them, and then also tell them, unfortunately, what they have to
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live [with] and explain to them how to exist in the world. Like it’s not in a textbook, but I still
have to teach them those lessons. If I don’t teach them that or expose them to that, it’s almost as
if I’m not showing them how to protect their bodies. It’s like I’m not teaching them how to be
safe in the world.
~Bianca
The final theme that arose in the sista circles was the idea of Existing in the System.
Within this theme, we as sistas within the circle constantly questioned why, considering the
trauma and experiences with oppression as Black women in schools, we choose to remain and
work as teachers. Throughout the meetings we examined and re-examined our experiences and
the issues we faced as Black women teachers. However, no matter where the conversation began,
it seemed to always end with us discussing why students needed to see us, Black women teachers, in schools. Although, we were aware that we didn’t all work at the same school or have the
same backgrounds, our sentiments were similar regarding the need for our presence in classrooms. In our final sista circle, Genois, in her inquisitive and reflective fashion shared with us a
thought she’d had while riding home after the previous sista circle.
Genois

But I did have one more thought. This is something that came up. I don't know
when, but whatever. But, how we... Even though we [Black women teachers]
work in a system that we know is not always for us. We end up being a part of
that system. And I was thinking how even though we're in the system, and we
know a lot of times the system is not always... okay, it's never for us. How we
continue to perpetuate a lot of the things that the system pushes on us, and how it
holds us down in so many ways. Is there a way for us to be in the system and not
be a part of the system?
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In her question, Genois commented on the unique positioning of Black women who work as
teachers in schools. While Black women in the Unites States have learned to know and understand their positioning within society, they have also come to know and understand how unfair it
is and can be. Yet, as Black women teachers who work within schools that are microcosms of the
larger society, they sometimes have to assimilate in order to survive. As she posed this question,
Bianca offered her thoughts on the matter.

Bianca

I think it's a matter of surviving versus thriving. Like, I think people make decisions so they can survive… But just because I'm surviving doesn't mean that I'm
enjoying that space. So, I think about, what is the risk level that I'm willing to take
or deal with so that I can thrive. I know what I need to do to survive. But, am I
gonna be willing to go through this anarchy so that I can be free because I can exist fine. You know.

As Genois asked about existing within a system without becoming a part of the system, Bianca
considered her question and explained that she thinks it’s all in the teachers decision on the risk
that they are willing to take to thrive versus just survive. In making this comment she discussed
what Love (2018) means when she describes teaching as a liberatory practice. The notion is that
there have to be some critical and crucial decisions made about how to use education as a tool
that not only teaches skills but provides students with what they need to thrive and live freely in
the world (Love, 2018). In this case, Bianca also related this idea to their experiences as Black
women teachers as they decide to either perpetuate the ideals of the “system” in schools and experience “anarchy” so that they can do more for their students and in turn for themselves within
their communities. Michelle then added that she believed that Black women teachers became a
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part of that system because they “want to make it better for their kids” [Black kids]. She explained that in doing so, Black women teachers kind of sacrifice themselves and suffer so that
they can be in schools to meet the needs of the students that need their presence. Then, Genois
added,
I feel like if we don't have Black women teachers… I don't feel like there will be a
whole lot of people to love on OUR babies. I don't! It makes me sad. I mean,
who's gonna love on our babies! Who's gonna do it! And it's not that I don't think
that there are teachers who are not black that are going to love the kids. Like I
know there are. But I think a lot of times what they offer [referring to White
teachers], and what we can offer are two different things. I also think it is important that our kids recognize there are people out there who are educated, who
speak well. You know we can code switch. We can do what you do. But we also
can do this too, and it's okay to be that way! Like you don't have to be one note!
In this remark, Genois commented on the cultural lessons of experience that Black women teachers offer to students, that teachers of other races cannot provide because they do not exist within
that shared racialized and cultural spaces. In schools, especially with students of color, Black
women often, “other mother” and take on familial roles for those students to show care and to
teach lessons that extend beyond what is provided in a textbook (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002).
Next, Milann shared why she thought it was important for Black women teachers to exist in
schools.
Milann

I know they need to see me. Like I know they need to see somebody like me who
grew up on the south side of a major city, who went to a major university and
made it here to stand in front of this classroom, and to be able to teach them about
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Shakespeare, but still be able to know rap lyrics. Like they need to see that. And
so, I think like a lot of times the sacrifices I make… we're existing in this space
and tolerating a lot of stuff. (sighs) It's just for my students. Like this is for the
Black kids in the classroom who need to see me. I make the sacrifice for them.
As the conversation continued, instead of speaking as individual teachers, when it came
to the needs of our students, we began to use a communal voice where we either began to add to
or finish each other’s thoughts.
Michelle

And it's different, I think, with us because I think especially like Black females, a
lot of us we view education as a calling and not just a job. Because we honestly,
most of the Black teachers I know...you care about those students: Black, white,
green, or purple students. You care about them. You don't just…once you clock
out at four o'clock, you forget about those students.

Bianca

You carry them in your spirit. You know... I think in our classrooms we [Black
women teachers] are supposed to be protectors of all of our students; But, especially our Black students and other students of color because they come with a
certain added life experience that people don’t account for in the classroom. I
think our job is to not only educate them, but protect them, and then also tell
them, unfortunately, what they have to live [with] and explain to them how to exist in the world... It's hard to tell a child. I know that this doesn't seem fair but as a
Black girl this is what you have to deal with. Or, as a Black boy this is how people look at you. And that's not something that we read in class. Like, it’s not in a
textbook, but I still have to teach them those lessons. If I don’t teach them that or
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expose them to that, it’s almost as if I’m not showing them how to protect their
bodies. It’s like I’m not teaching them how to be safe in the world.
Here, Michelle and Bianca commented on the connectedness in spirituality that Black women
teachers express and share as they work as teachers in schools (Dillard, 2013). In their conversation they described how Black women teachers feel a communal responsibility to not only educate their students with school curriculum, but also educate them in reading the world and understanding how their race and gender will affect their experiences as they move through the life
(Royster, 2000)
As Bianca spoke of the need for Black teachers to teach black students how to protect
their Black bodies, those words seemed to hit each sista like a ton of bricks. As she spoke on her
belief that Black women teachers are needed in schools to teach students how to protect their
bodies, she added to Michelle’s comment on the spirituality of Black women teachers, and
Coates argument that Black children should be educated on how to be safe in the world considering the racial and political issues that affect their experiences. She explained her belief that Black
women teachers are needed to do just that.
Finally, Joyce added,
I feel like as a Black woman... I give a different side to the whole story. You
know. I give a side of strength, persistence, defying the odds. That, despite what
people give you, you can actually create your own story. Umm, and that even
sometimes when you feel like the system is not working for you, that you still find
a way to work to meet the system. To make it work for you. And, I think that is
needed because we also teach our children those skills. We're teaching them that...
Yes, life is not fair. The structures that have been created for you may not be fair.
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But what you can do to actually get to where you need to be. And so, I think I
provide that for my kids so that they can see, okay we can do this. It's possible. I
feel like I'm there to kind of also help nurture because I think one of the things as
a Black woman is that we are nurturers by nature. So, it is to kind of [our job] to
motivate. To encourage. To build up. You know.
In these lines Joyce defined what it means to her to be a Black woman working as a
teacher in schools. Within her comment, she explained that as Black women who work as teachers, their presence serves as collective acts of resistance because they are narrators for their own
stories and therefore are present to confront and combat narratives told about their womanhood,
their race, and the students that share their racial and or gendered identities. Here, Joyce also explained that by choosing to be teachers and work in schools, Black women are actively demonstrating how to overcome obstacles that come with being marginalized, silenced, or stereotyped
within a system that isn’t made for them, or students who face similar issues. Finally she explained how she believed that the in all of that, the role of Black women teachers was to be present in schools to motivate and nurture students, representing to them, that if their teachers are
able to overcome and succeed, they, the students who exist in their classrooms, can too.
Summary
In this chapter I discussed the major findings which emerged from narrative analysis of
the pre-interviews, sista circles, and post-interviews conducted throughout the study. In presenting these findings, I discussed the dominant themes that arose across the study as they responded
to each of my research questions when considering the tenets listed in Table 3. In chapter 6, I
discuss the implications of my research study. In this chapter, I begin with a discussion on the
significance of using tenets from the theories of Black feminist thought and Womanism within
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this work. Then, I continue with a discussion on the need for safe spaces, as an implication from
employing the sista circle methodology. Following the discussion on the need for safe spaces for
Black women teachers, I discuss considerations for future research. Finally, in the last section of
this chapter, I close with a letter from the participants within this study.
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6 DISCUSSION
Using Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) Narrative Inquiry as a methodological approach
allowed me to engage within this study as both a researcher and participant. In completing this
study, I conducted six individual pre- and post- semi-structured interviews and created a space
for us to gather as a community and engage in dialogue by conducting three kitchen table conversations in the form of sista circles over a one-month period. As a sista within the circle, I
forged meaningful personal and collegial relationships with my participants and created a space
for each of us to come together, share our stories, and listen as we (re)examined our experiences
as sistas who work as Black women teachers across the same school district. During this study,
as we engaged in individual reflections of our experiences growing up as Black girls in schools
and the influence that those experiences had on us as we work as Black women teachers, we conversed with one another. We acknowledged our own understandings of ourselves and our positioning, and we celebrated both our individual and shared ways of knowing as Black women.
Throughout the study, we examined how race and gender influenced our experiences with stereotypes of Black womanhood and oppression as teachers. And as we each engaged in inquiry, we
critically examined the ways in which we attempted to deconstruct those stereotypes and/or negotiate our identities as Black women teachers in order to survive our professional lives in
schools.
The themes presented in chapter 5 allowed me to answer my research questions by discussing the multiple ways in which Black women teachers experience and respond in schools as
they encounter both stereotypes of Black womanhood and oppression. While the sista circles
provided a space for the Black women teachers to collectively discuss their experiences in
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schools, the narrative vignettes presented in chapter 4 provided deeper insight into their individual ways of knowing and how they came to understand their positioning in society and in
schools. Here, in chapter 6, I discuss the findings presented in chapters 4 and 5, and the implications of this work.
First, I begin by discussing the significance of framing my study in Black feminist
thought and Womanism, and how both theories were used to guide my methods in constructing
the sista circles. Then, I discuss the importance of each theme, and how they add to larger discussions on the experiences of Black women as they encounter stereotypes and deal with oppression
while working as teachers in schools. Next, I discuss the implications of the sista circles and the
need for community, citizenship, and “safe spaces” by Black women teachers. In the final section, I present my final thoughts, considerations, and suggestions for future research. I then close
my work with a letter composed by the Black women teachers of this study. As I re-emphasize
my goal and desire to add to conversations concerning the hiring and retention of teachers of
color within schools in the United States, especially Black women teachers when considering the
work done here, I hope my work serves as an invitation, inviting those who do not experience
life in the ways that we do as Black women into the conversations that we, as Black women,
have about our experiences, positioning, and roles as teachers in schools—especially when “others” are not in the room.
Connecting Findings to Tenets of Black Feminist Thought and Womanism
In this study I used the theories of Black feminist thought and Womanism to examine the
experiences of Black women in the United States as they encountered stereotypes of Black womanhood and experienced oppression while working as teachers in secondary schools. Black femi-
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nist thought was pertinent to this study because it aims to center Black women’s standpoints, render them valuable, yet unique in the discourse, and acknowledges that gender and race influence
the experiences of Black women daily (Collins, 2000). By using this theory as a lens to undergird
my study, I was able to place value on the experiences of Black women secondary teachers and
analyze the uniqueness of their experiences as they described their encounters and considered the
impact of their race and gender on their professional lives as teachers. In the next section I discuss the implications of how trauma influences the decisions that Black women teachers make in
schools as they negotiate their identities and navigate their way through schooling.
Trauma
Throughout this study, each of the participants discussed how they understood their racial
and gendered identity in schools. In their pre-interviews each teacher described their experiences
beginning as Black girls. Then, together within the sista circle, they reflected on and re-examined
their experiences as Black women teachers. By using Black feminist thought and Womanism, I
was able to analyze the effects of gender and racial trauma during the childhoods of Black
women who now work as teachers to discuss how and why they make certain decisions and negotiate their identities in schools. In examining their conversations, many attributed their decisions and responses as teachers in schools today, to the trauma lingering in their subconscious
from their experiences as Black girls and their learned behaviors (Evans-Winters, 2019; EvansWinters & Esposito, 2010). In chapter 4 in their narrative vignettes and pre-interviews, each
teacher reflected on how they have come to know and understand the significance of their race
and gender positioning in schools. Then, in Chapter 5, throughout the course of the sista circles,
each explained how their childhood experiences, at some point or another, influenced who they
are as teachers and how and why they negotiate their identities in schools.
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Where the teachers, throughout the study, attributed their understanding of their experiences as being “just the way things are,” Black feminist thought and Womanism created an opportunity for me to examine their words, and look closely at the lingering effects that patriarchy
and colonization had on their experiences as teachers as they described “the way things are” for
them in schools—especially when considering that the United States was built on each of these
frameworks thus making schools microcosms of the larger society reflecting its social attitudes,
practices, and beliefs. In using Black feminist thought, I found that as the Black women teachers
described their experiences as “just the way things are,” they were referring to their awareness
that as Black women they are rendered less valuable than their colleagues in schools (Davis &
Brown, 2017) and often do not receive the same or equal rights to citizenship when it comes to
feeling heard and valued in educational discourse (Vickery, 2015), especially by their White
male colleagues (Vickery, 2017). These feelings of inadequacy in schools resulted from childhood trauma experienced by them as Black girls in schools and contributes to the self-policing
done by Black women as teachers in schools because of the learned fear they feel about making a
mistake or being mischaracterized. For Black women who work as teachers in schools they are
constantly working to ensure that they are not perpetuating dominant stereotypes of Black womanhood which can affirm them being positioned as unequal citizens in education, and as less
knowledgeable members of the academic communities in which they exist.
Womanism then furthered this discussion because it reinforced arguments made within
the literature on the impact of the historical social hierarchy within the United States between
races which renders White and Black men more valuable than White and Black women, and
White women more valuable and worthy of respect than the latter (hooks, 2015a). This convergence of racism, sexism, and classism, for the Black women teachers in this study led to feelings
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of frustration as they noted their observations of student behaviors in White teachers’ classrooms
in comparison to how those same students behaved in their classrooms as Black women teachers.
It also led to feelings of anger and frustration as they described their interactions with their White
colleagues because they felt like their efforts in meetings and within their departments were a
waste of their time, often resulting in them feeling silenced or isolated, sentiments that have also
been shared within previous literature (Vickery, 2017). By employing tenets from both Black
feminist thought and Womanism (see Table 3), a level of criticality was added to my analysis
and theorizing of their experiences because each allowed me to consider the effects of the convergence of race and gender within their experiences, and examine how they negotiated those
stereotypes as means and attempts to remain whole, which is an aspect that would have been
overlooked had I simply framed my work as a feminist study.
Here, the experiences of the Black women teachers within this study become more significant because of Harris-Perry’s (2011) discussion of the “crooked room,” which is grounded in
Black feminist and Womanist theories. As Black women teachers constantly confront stereotypes of Black womanhood and negotiate their identities in an effort to deconstruct those stereotypes that exist around their Black feminine bodies, they are experiencing Harris-Perry’s
“crooked room” which is the idea that Black women are constantly struggling in a society that
has created warped images and ideas of their bodies impacting their ability to standup straight .
Therefore, schools become the “crooked rooms” in which Black women teachers exist as they
constantly reshape and remold themselves in order to survive in schools, knowing that no matter
what they do, their racial and gendered identities will always make standing up straight within
this “crooked room” difficult. In knowing and experiencing these realities, they, as Black women
teachers deal with the assault and abuse within their work and often become tired because of the
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extra burdens placed on them due to their reality of being in constant flux which lead to teacher
burnout, or them choosing to resist, which results in isolation (Crenshaw, 1991). In the next section, I discuss the implications of this study which arose from the discussions presented by
Bianca and Joyce.
“Black” Does Not Always Imply “African American”
For Bianca and Joyce, the use of Black feminist thought and Womanism as theoretical
frameworks created another level of criticality in this study, as each theory allowed the diversity
within Black women’s racial and gendered identities to be centered. For Black women and Black
girls across the diaspora, they are continually fighting to define themselves and center the unique
ways in which their multiple identities function within their daily lives (Lin et al., 2004). As
Black women teachers, often who they are and how they operate within schools is no different.
When considering Bianca’s experience, she explained how she learned to identify as African
American from her teachers in schools while filling in information on a standardized test, yet understanding for herself, that at home her family identifies as having both African and Hispanic
heritage.
As she described her understandings of self, she commented on the assumptions that are
made about Black bodies and the reality that assumptions of who we are, is often based on how
we look or speak. She then furthered this conversation by explaining that from her childhood experiences she learned negotiate her identities to avoid discussing the complexities of her herself
because it often resulted in her having to prove either her Blackness or her rights to claim citizenship of her Hispanic culture. Again, Black feminist thought and Womanism allowed for an
examination of how racial identity creates oppression for Black women by othering them within
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society. For Bianca, she explained that she has learned to negotiate her identities by first questioning why someone was asking before she revealed the complexities of who she is. For her, she
negotiates how her identity will either place her in positions of power and citizenship or burden
her experience before she responded.
Joyce described the influence that her Caribbean upbringing had on her ability to connect
with immigrant students. She explained that her identity as an immigrant Black woman teacher
created feelings of safety and security for her Hispanic students as they coped with political tensions within society because of their Hispanic heritage and discourse surrounding immigration
and American citizenship. For Joyce, her identity as a minoritized individual and immigrant
added to feelings of community within her classroom for her students by creating an opportunity
for her to become a safe space for minoritized students to express themselves and discuss their
feelings and concerns.
For both of these Black women teachers, they center an important aspect of Black feminist thought and Womanism because, within themselves, they represent the diversity of culture
and identities within the lives of Black women teachers. In doing so they highlight the reality
that as Black women how we identify influences how we are perceived and how we are able to
respond to our students and others while working in schools. In Bianca and Joyce’s conversations within this work they center an important point that within the lives of Black women, there
is diversity that exists that becomes important when discussing the needs of minoritized students
that extend beyond the curriculum (Boyd et al., 2006). By having Black women teachers in
schools, as Joyce described within this study, their presence validate students of color providing
alternate narratives of experience that often support diversity in cultural norms thus creating feelings of safety and belonging for their students.
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By using Black feminist thought and Womanism to support my argument on the importance of centering the stories of Black women in discussion about schools, Black women
teachers described how racism, sexism, and classism were not excluded from their experiences
while working as teachers. By sharing their experiences, they presented counter stories— stories
that are valuable because they force schools and school leaders to acknowledge that both race
and gender matter. When counter stories are presented, critical conversation can be furthered
about the racialized and gendered experiences of their marginalized employees, in this case
Black women teachers, and intentional plans can be made for professional development of staff
and supporting the needs of teachers of color to both recruit and retain them in the field (CarverThomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017).
In the next sections I discuss the findings within this work by theme and explain how
each respond to my research questions. For me, in doing this work I found it difficult to separate
and organize my findings by theme because as the Black women teachers described their encounters with stereotypes of Black womanhood, they immediately began to describe how they
deconstructed those stereotypes and/or negotiated their identities in response to those encounters.
As they recounted their stories of experience, which I will discuss below, what I realized was
that the experience of encountering stereotypes, and the resulting acts of deconstructing and /or
negotiated stereotypes occurred in a matter of moments in what Collins (2000) describes as the
matrix of domination, where oppression and resistance go hand in hand as a learned and necessary act of survival for these Black women as they work as teachers. Therefore, as I discuss my
themes, I will explain how each respond to both of research questions.
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“How Does it Feel to be a Problem?”
For the Black women within the sista circle, each discussed how the dominant narratives
that surround their racial and gendered identities, positioned them as problems within schools
and affected their roles as teachers. First, in response to research question 1) How have Black
women experienced stereotypes and oppression? the teachers within the study expressed being
characterized as lazy, angry, and aggressive by their peers and students within their schools. In
discussing their experiences with stereotypes of Black womanhood, they noted instances where
sharing their ideas and speaking up in meetings with their White colleagues caused them to be
viewed in negative ways. Additionally, when they recounted interactions with students, they
cited students using phrases like “she has an attitude” versus describing their white teachers as
“strict,” connoting them as angry Black women teachers as they corrected student behaviors in
classrooms. In sharing these encounters, the Black women teachers in this study reinforced arguments made about the professional experiences of Black women in the workplace.
In this study the Black women teachers, furthered arguments that dominant stereotypes
of Black womanhood influence how they are perceived within institutionalized spaces (Aronson,
2002).Within this study, the Black women teachers explained how their encounters with stereotypes of Black womanhood forced them to confront not only those stereotypes, but notions of
identity negotiation or acts of resistance as they navigate schools by either changing their behaviors or accepting dominant stereotypes and deciding to simply not care about the dominant narratives that affect the perceptions of them as Black women. The Black women teachers explained
that because the dominant stereotypes that surround Black women’s lives in the United states do
not exist in isolation outside of schools, they have accepted the responses to their Black feminine
bodies as hegemony, where they are constantly and consistently expected to prove themselves in
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schools, take on roles beyond that of the teacher in their classrooms, and are expected to be submissive and compliant. This becomes significant especially as they considered their experiences
as Black girls in schools which taught them the rules of engagement and about acceptable and
“appropriate” behaviors from them as Black girls and marginalized minorities in schools
(Collins, 1989; Morris, 2016).
The Black women teachers in this study discussed their experiences with stereotypes of
Black womanhood and reflected on how these experiences made them feel, contributing to how
they responded to those encounters in those moments. Their responses in those experiences answer my second research question: 2) How do Black women teachers deconstruct and negotiate
stereotypes of Black womanhood? Within the theme, “ How Does it Feel to be a Problem?”, the
teachers explained that because of their awareness of the impact that stereotypes have on how
they are perceived as they work in schools, they are forced to confront those stereotypes and
sometimes negotiate their identities by becoming docile or submissive in instances where they
otherwise would speak up or speak out against actions taken in schools Or, they chose to embody
dominant stereotypes of Black womanhood as an act of resistance.
For Brittney, as she described her interactions with her White team members, she explained that since they are unresponsive and resistant to her suggestions and directions as team
lead, instead of being demanding which is natural to her character, she resolved herself and
choses to be silent, only speaking or making requests when necessary as form of compliance in
her role as team lead. Through Brittney’s negotiation of her identity she commented on the decisions that Black women make in the workplace to silence their voices at the expense of avoiding
conflict because they have already been overlooked (hooks, 2015a). For Brittney, she explained
that her sanity was worth more than fighting what she considered a losing battle for her as a
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Black woman because of her positioning as a racial and gendered minority on her team and in
her school. In doing this she reframed and repositioned the docile stereotype of Black women as
compliant and complacent and used it as a tool for survival.
For Bianca and Milann they each reinforced the experiences of professional Black
women in shared spaces. In regard to Bianca, she expressed frustration with her treatment and
characterization as an aggressive Sapphire yet felt valid in her decision to question the purpose
of curriculum and tests. Here, Bianca embraced this stereotype because she valued her own understanding and the need to provide purposeful instruction to her students. For her, the experience with being stereotyped was worth the trouble, if it meant that change would be the result.
Next, because Milann and Bianca worked on the same team within their school, Milann had witnessed the effects of Bianca’s choice to question the rationale of her White team members decisions to implement curriculum within their school as a new teacher within that space. This inquiry resulted in her being characterized as aggressive and being isolated from the group.
As Milann shared in this experience, she explained that because she has witnessed the
treatment of Bianca, and heard how her White female counterparts discussed Bianca at their
school, Milann knew that in order to co-exist with her White counterparts, she must portray herself as compliant, meek and docile, in order to be accepted (Brown Givens & Monahan, 2005).
Thus, she embraced the stereotypes of being meek by smiling and remaining silent, acts that she
has consistently termed as “playing the game.” In this study, Milann chose to “play the game” in
order to avoid issues within her department and survive her work as a Black woman teacher in
schools. Within their interactions, each of these teachers commented on how stereotypes not only
influenced their experiences individually, but also forced Black women as professionals in
shared spaces to consider how the actions of other Black women in that space either affected
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them or demonstrated how they may be treated if their attitudes, behaviors and beliefs did not
align with dominant ideas within that space. These realities also contributed to how and whether
Black women teachers, like Milann and Bianca, confronted stereotypes of Black womanhood
and decided either to embrace stereotypes or negotiated who they were in order to survive.
For the teachers within this study, as each of them confronted negative stereotypes of
Black womanhood like the Sapphire, they each performed their own acts of identity negotiation.
Brittney and Milann explained that they portrayed meek and docile characteristics to avoid persecution by their peers. Bianca expressed a sense of confusion and frustration, explaining that
she didn’t fully understand how to conform to expectations of her identity as a Black woman
teacher, while also performing what she saw as obligations to her students’ education. For
Michelle and Genois, each explained that they no longer cared about the stereotypes of their
identities as Black women and therefore didn’t feel the need to negotiate themselves in schools.
Both Michelle and Genois attributed their attitudes and decisions to remain themselves to their
experience
Finally, within the theme How Does it Feel to be a Problem?, as Genois described her
experience with being stereotyped as lazy and presented as a problem by her White male colleagues to their students, she resorted to resisting by refusing to adjust how she portrayed herself
in schools or how she interacted with her students in order to gain her peers acceptance. Genois’
decision to refuse to adjust her teaching, although not deemed practical or effective by her teammates, was a subtle act of resistance. As Barlow (2016) describes Black women loving themselves as acts of warfare, Genois argument that she does not need to reshape or remold herself
just to make others feel comfortable was how she chose to place value on her own well-being
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over that of others, therefore resisting stereotypes of Black womanhood by simply not caring
about them.
For each of the Black women teachers within this section, their experiences align with
previous studies done on Black women’s professional experiences (Davis & Brown, 2017;
Johnson, 2015; McNeely Cobham & Patton, 2015). They expressed feelings of frustration with
their colleagues and administrators due to the burden they felt while working as teachers. As
teachers, they also revealed an overwhelming desire to meet the needs of their students, whether
through providing meaningful lessons that meet their learning needs or through providing rigor
through state standards aligned lessons. What is also important to note and discuss within this
section is that each of these teachers work at the same school. Figure 3 illustrates that in 2017,
58% of teachers employed at Appleton High School were White, and only 18% were Black.
These racial demographics contribute to their experiences because they illustrate racial disparities at their schools for them as Black women teachers. Due to the historical implications of their
racial and gendered identities and their realities, their experiences are not congruent with dominant experiences within their schools, and they were always fighting to prove themselves as valuable stakeholders at work.
You Must Work Twice as Hard
Working twice as hard was the second theme that emerged throughout the stories that
each of the Black women teachers told within this work. In response to the first research question
as a means to overcome being stereotyped as lazy or “less than,” the Black women teachers in
this study expressed their awareness that as a Black woman, they must always work twice as
hard to even to be considered half as good (Lorde, 2007). Therefore, in response to research
question 2, they each embraced their realities that they must work harder than their peers in
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schools in order to be rendered even half as good, a lesson that they each attributed to stemming
from their education as Black girls in schools. As they reflected on their experiences while working in schools, the participants discussed the burdens of their paid and unpaid labors (Collins,
2000), yet their resilience and determination to work hard for their students was what motivated
them to remain and continue their work as teachers in schools. In this section, Milann she recounted being asked to sit in a meeting for a student who received special education services to
represent staff diversity at her school and combat accusations of racism made by parents. For
Milann and the other teachers within this sista circle, especially those at her school, they described the use of their skin and their bodies to represent diversity as a standard practice, yet their
frustrations of being used in such ways.
In another instance, Bianca described how she often got the “race-talk” from her Black
administrators, explaining that it always came across as a way for her administrators to try to ensure that she did everything to eliminate being viewed as “less than” or a problem by her White
colleagues. Within this section, the differences between the perception of Black women’s conduct is essential to note. During the sista circle, as Bianca described receiving the race-talk by
her Black administrators, Milann expressed that this has not been her experience. Within this
study, Milann consistently described her lessons in code-switching and remaining silent and
smiling in White spaces to survive. On the other hand, Bianca voiced her decision to negotiate
her voice to let others know who was in the room and negotiate power where she deemed necessary. For each of these Black women teachers, they illustrated how dominant stereotypes influence their reception and experiences. In Milann’s case, her behaving more docile and pleasant,
according to her, has allowed her to avoid any issues with her White colleagues. In contrast, for
Bianca, her use of voice characterized her as Sapphire, needing to work harder to survive as a
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Black woman teacher in her department within her school. Although neither behavior is perceived as incorrect due to the dominant narratives of Black women and Black girls in schools,
they each lend to examinations of how Black women’s actions are received or criticized within
education and what contributes to these experiences.
The “Appropriate” Black Girl
The previous discussion continues in the third theme about the appropriateness of Black
girls and Black women’s behavior. For each of the participants, as they discussed how they understood their roles and the implications of their identities while working in schools, they grappled with questions of what made their behaviors appropriate at work, and questioned why their
behaviors must fit Eurocentric scales of measurement as they considered who they were, what
they knew, and how they chose to act and react as Black women teachers. In response to research
question 1, in this section, Michelle posed a critical question by asking the group, “Is there such
a thing as an appropriate black girl?” This question, in return, centered discussions of separating
racial and cultural identities from classroom lessons and discussions of how each participant, as a
Black woman teacher, confronted stereotypes and expectations of “appropriate” Black girl behaviors and/or negotiated themselves in their classrooms.
One by one, as each teacher shared their narratives and views within this theme, they
each discussed their awareness of existing as Black women and minoritized individuals within
their schools. For Brittney she explained that because she knew that the majority of her students
are White and that she worked in a conservative, predominately White county, she avoided having critical conversations about politics in her American Government classroom. For her, she explained that although she was often praised for her work by administrators, her lack of criticality
within her curriculum became a point of contention. In this instance, Brittney commented on an
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issue that many Black women face while working as teachers. How exactly do they negotiate
their identities and bring in their perspectives as minoritized individuals and Black women, without experiencing pushback from students and parents whose views, ideologies, and cultural beliefs may represent dominant standpoints in the United States, which do not center cultural diversity?
On the other hand, Michelle explained how she had no issue making arguments for criticality or representation in her classroom, causing Bianca to reflect on a shift in her behavior and
classroom practices. Within this sista circle, Michelle discussed her decision to have critical conversations in her classrooms because of the larger impact that it had on student lives an argument
supported by Esposito (2009) as she described enacting culturally relevant pedagogy as a pathway to social justice in schools. Within this theme, Michelle’s commentary forced Bianca to reexamine her experiences and reflect on when her behavior changed from encouraging critical dialogue and speaking back to administration when she felt it served the needs of her students, to
doing just enough to give her students some critical conversations. Here, Bianca’s actions responded to research question 2 as she recognized the trauma and the impact that fighting for her
voice with her teammates had on her pedagogical decisions.
As Michelle described standing her ground with school administrators, Bianca explained
that by working in her current school, she realized the implications of her Blackness and how it
made her feel afraid. For Bianca, and some of the other Black women teachers in the sista circle,
they expressed fear and feelings of being burdened by their racial identity while working in
schools. For Bianca, Milann, and Brittney, they each described how their raced and gendered
identities placed them in positions in schools where they had to be constantly aware of dominant
stereotypes that influenced how their behaviors or actions may be perceived. As a result, they
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constantly shifted their behaviors or actions in order to avoid being stereotyped. In performing
these acts, they felt limited in what they could do or say in their classrooms and in their interactions with their peers. Negotiating their identities and avoiding interactions and conversations
with their students in return often resulted in them also avoiding criticality in their classrooms to,
by proxy, avoid conflicts in their rooms. However, in this decision to avoid being negatively
characterized, they still acknowledged the need to have these experiences in order to teach students critical lessons in the classroom.
Similarly, Dillard (2016) describes how Black women faculty must make these difficulty
decisions to engage in this suffering or fear as described by the teachers within this study, because it is necessary to the work that needs to be done in schools for students. This notion of necessary work then becomes significant to Bianca’s experience as she described the frustration and
embarrassment she felt in class as she made the decision to avoid a conversation with one her female students about what it means to be a Black girl as the student made a connection with class
discussions to her personal life. In this encounter, Bianca describes her understanding, of her
cultural responsibility to her student to provide life lessons, and the guilt she felt in that missed
opportunity. Here, her experience parallels the cultural connectedness that many Black women
teachers feel in schools to their students, as they are constantly confronted with teaching cultural
lessons for Black students and providing positive narratives in schools about Black lives in order
to make meaning beyond the curriculum (Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012), and how they feel a spiritual community responsibility to do so (Dillard, 2013).
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I’m Tired of Being Tired
What was unique about the sista circles was that it allowed each Black woman teacher to
share stories of their experiences, and listen to, and re-examine their acts while working as teachers. Within this theme found within the study, the women discussed the teachers discussed the
impact that constantly negotiating themselves had on their experiences as Black women teachers.
Here, they questioned what was considered professional behavior, and argued that the expectations set by administrators for teachers of color to remain quiet while experiencing different
forms of assault within the workplace was, in fact, not professionalism, but abuse. Here, each of
the teachers' comments aligned with previous findings of Black women in professional spaces,
and as they voiced their realities of endure what they considered as abusive behaviors from parents, and feelings of being stifled by not responding as they naturally would in the workplace
(Gist, 2016). Within this section, the teachers furthered discussions on the double standards and
microaggressions and macroaggressions experienced by Black women while working as teachers
(Croom, 2017).
“Existing” in the System
In the final section of chapter 5, the teachers commented on what it meant for them to
“exist” within the system while not trying to become a part of the system. It is in these lines that
each participant, re-examined how they sustained their individuality and their voice while negotiating who they were to survive to work in schools. Within this theme, the teachers explained that
it was their responsibility and calling as Black women to remain in schools for the students in
their classrooms. They explained that they made decisions to receive, take on, and endured
abuse, stereotypes, and burdens imparted on them as Black women teachers because their “students needed them”. In response to research question 2 the teachers explained that a lot of times
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they chose to negotiate themselves in schools and perpetuate some aspects of the system in order
to remain present within it so that they are there to care for and love on Black students in ways
that other teachers cannot (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002; Rizga, 2016).They further explained that
it was because of their awareness that students need them as Black women and minoritized individuals in in school that they to understood and worried that if they were not present in schools,
no one will “love on” their students.
Dillard (2016b), likewise comments on the spiritual connectedness and responsibility that
Black women teachers feel towards their Black students due their shared raced, classed, and gendered identities. In these descriptions of “worry,” the participants commented on how Black
women engage in community and spirituality as teachers (Augustine & Zurmehly, 2013), as they
described how they carry the worry for their students with them subconsciously, especially for
those who exist in the world as Black and Brown children and are set on the margins of education. For these Black women teachers, they explained that it is this worry for their student’s that
made them return to work and continue fighting. Within this final section of chapter 5, the Black
women teachers described the attitudes of many Black teachers both historically and currently in
their desire to do and endure whatever it takes to educate and protect the bodies (Coates, 2015)
of all students, but especially those of students of color within schools, because of their communal and spiritual concerns they carry for the advancement of communities of color (Royster,
2000). In this section the Black women teachers also discussed their desire to remain in education because they feel the need to provide lessons beyond the standard curriculum for their students. Many of the teachers within the study argued that they viewed their roles in schools as being there to provide liberatory education (hooks, 1994; Love, 2018) for their students by showing
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them, through their bodies, presence, and accomplishments as Black women, their students could
achieve beyond the expectations of what society has for them as minorities in education and life.
Throughout the course of this study, the Black women teachers consistently described
how they encountered stereotypes of Black womanhood and were forced to confront and address
those stereotypes in multiple ways as they saw fit for themselves, considering their standpoints
and their desired outcomes. As the themes arose within the data, I realized that the acts of confronting stereotypes and negotiating or deconstructing them happened in a matter of moments,
occurring naturally within their work as Black women teachers. Therefore, as the Black women
teachers discussed their experiences with dominant stereotypes, they automatically described
how and why they responded to those stereotypes in certain ways. These realities for Black
women who work as teachers, illustrate for readers that to exist as a Black women who works in
schools, these women wear invisible armor and come to school equipped with tools to fight stereotypes of their identities and are prepared to negotiate themselves in multiple ways in order to
survive in schools at the expense of abuse and trauma for their students.
In the next section, I discuss the implications of the sista circle and the desire for safe
spaces in schools.
A Desire for Safe Spaces
When I first began to construct the sista circle and plan for it as a method of inquiry, it
was important for me to have teachers come together and exchange communal dialogue about
what it means for us to be Black women teachers. For me as a researcher and a teacher, I
thought it was essential to provide an opportunity for Black women like myself, who work in
schools, to come together and have authentic conversations about our roles and experiences as
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we navigate the complexities of schooling. However, what I did not anticipate as I embarked on
this journey, was the impact that the sista circles would have on my participants.
Overwhelmingly, during the final sista circle and later during the post-interviews, each
teacher expressed a desire to continue meeting for the sista circles, citing that it served as a form
of weekly therapy and community within our district and across our schools. In making these requests, the Black women teachers expressed a desire and love for the experience of “sistahood”
they felt in coming together with other Black women to discuss how they experienced the intersections of race, class, and gender while working in schools. They also described the relief they
felt in coming into the sista circle space, where they could talk freely about curriculum, exchange
ideas, and feel normal as they questioned their experiences as a community of teachers without
the fear of punishment or retribution. The sista circles presented an opportunity to discuss what
was happening in schools within the district without criticism. These conversations, as described
by my participants, are ones that do not always occur as we exist in silos as teachers working
across the district.
The teachers also expressed how their participation in the sista circle motivated them to
shift their behaviors and practices. For Milann, she explained that her involvement made her reflect on the impact of her silence on other teachers of color and made her decide to try speaking
up. For Genois, she explained that before participating in this study, she used her classroom as a
place of refuge. However, now she does attempt to come out more and “just check on” her Black
colleagues because she realizes that we have to care for another. For Joyce, Brittney, and Bianca,
participating in the sista circle reaffirmed their awareness that their students, no matter at what
school, needed to see Black women teachers because we represent aspects of society and culture
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that are often overlooked (Bell, 1992). And, Michelle expressed that participating in the sista circle made her aware of how stifling being a Black woman teacher can be, especially when you
consider school context and society. She explained that as a result of participating in this study
she understands the importance of the need for her, as a veteran teacher, to come out of her room
and be visible for novice teachers, especially Black women and Black men teachers (Croom et
al., 2017; Dingus, 2008). She said that participating in this work make her realize that she is
needed in schools not just for her students, but for other teachers of color for support and as a
way to encourage them not to become overwhelmed and stay.
Finally, in speaking with each of my participants, and revisiting the transcripts to gain
deeper insight, my participants spoke about the healing that they experienced while participating
in the sista circle. For each of them, due to their inherent and socialized understanding of their
positioning as raced, classed, and gendered selves, each of them described how the sista circles
provided them with a space to heal. In the next section, I discuss the implications of the sista circles and the need for safe spaces in schools for Black women teachers.
Need for Safe Spaces
The phenomenon which occurred within the sista circle, speaks to the need for safe
spaces for teachers of color and feelings of citizenship. Although we gathered for the purpose of
conducting this study, the lack of structure within the sista circle allowed each teacher to share
their ideas, center their questions, and reflect on their experiences. It also provided an opportunity for the teachers to become sources of support for another. As each teacher shared their experiences, they also began to question and urge one another to re-examine their experiences. Due
to the conversational structure of the sista circle, it created feelings of equality within the space
as more than one person could guide the conversation and pose a question. It also allowed me as
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the researcher to participate in the study and eliminate dimensions of power that often come with
conducting research studies. While planning the intricate details of the sista circle, I placed value
on finding a space where we could shut the door and talk. I also thought it essential that we did
not hold these conversations in a school setting, and that we sat and existed as equals within this
work.
During the post-interviews, I asked each of the participants what made this experience
within in the sista circle enjoyable and what could make it better. Although no one had anything
to say about what could make it better each noted the following:
1) The sista circle was great because it was centered around food. By including food
within the study, it immediately eliminated the awkwardness of having strangers come
together to talk about their experiences. It gave us an immediate shared experience and
conversation topic because we were able to comment on what we ate, especially since we
didn’t know each other.
2) The sista circle was enjoyable because we talked around a dinner table. For us as
Black women, we each understood the role that the kitchen table plays in our lives, similar to the functions of beauty salons and barbershops, where we come together to commune and discuss the issues of our experiences. In the sista circle, we were able to come
together first as ourselves, and then examine the impact that race and gender have on our
experiences while participating in communal dialogue.
By participating in the sista circles, the Black women teachers stated that they realized through
their interactions the need for them as individuals to come out of their classrooms and rely on
one other as Black women teachers and sources of strength and comfort (Dillard, 2016). After
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the completion of the study they each individually and collectively expressed the therapeutic implications of participating in the sista circle. They described how being able to come together
with their peers, and acknowledge their shared raced and gendered identities, created feelings of
citizenship and belonging in their schools communities.
These conversations, also, lend to a final implication within this space, the need for
teacher education programs and secondary schools within the United States to provide spaces
where Black women teachers can come together to learn about, and discuss their experiences as a
means to create feelings of normalcy, citizenship, and belonging. As the sistas within the circle
expressed, as they came together, they began to reflect on their experiences and the differences
their learning about, and hearing about the experiences of others had on how they viewed themselves and other Black women teachers in the field. The Black women teachers within this study
expressed that it would be beneficial for Black women teachers entering as teachers in the workforce, and for those who currently work as teachers in schools to learn about other Black women
educators by having opportunities to engage with them in a welcoming and safe environment.
With this is mind, I find it important to provide a list of considerations to made if a researcher or school would like to hold a sista circle.
1) Secured location: If someone would like to host a sista circle they most host it in a secured location paying close attention to power structures and the role of the setting in the
lives of the sistas engaging in within it. Within this study, the sista circle purposely took
place outside of a school setting because of the historical role that schools, and institutionalized settings within the United States have played in the lives of minoritized individuals, specifically Black women. The location must also be intentional, (preferably sep-
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arate and secured) because the topics of conversation can be sensitive and intense. In order to have critical conversations, participants must be in space where they feel comfortable to be open to share their ideas and use their voices to discuss both their views and
needs.
2) Food: Food was an essential aspect of the sista circle because it made the participants
feel like they were in an informal setting which allowed them to relax and engage with
one another more openly and freely. Within this work, the sista’s each expressed that the
food and dinner table setting were integral in making them feel welcome, and as if they
were eating and talking amongst friends. Within a sista circle it is important that each
woman feels as if she is in the company of her sisters, so that she will feel comfortable to
sit, share, and just be.
3) Openness and Willingness by Participants: When participating in a sista circle it is
imperative that each sista come open and willing to engage in critical and reflective conversations. Within the sista circle each sista must be willing to both listen and critically
examine the topics beings shared.
4) Understanding and Awareness of Power and Power Structures: When participating in the sista circle each sista must come with an awareness of power structures and be
prepared to examine their positioning in relation to those structures. Additionally, each
sista must be prepared to have power dynamics shift within the circle. Because the sista
circle is intentionally unstructured, the speaker and listeners are intentionally in constant
flux, and both the speaker and positions of power are always shifting. This is intentional
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within the sista circle because the goal of sista circle is to have conversations within it reflect the normal flow of conversation, encouraging criticality from all members, and
therefore, be nonlinear and always shifting.
The nonlinear and unstructured aspects of the sista circle are also important because when considering the use of the sista circle as a safe space for Black women, it is
important for school districts and school leaders to understand the role of power within
this structure. School leaders must understand that a sista circle is intended to function as
a safe space for Black women to gather and participate in communal dialogue. It is not
meant to function as a focus group, where one person moderates to ask questions, and the
other participants being present contribute responses.
5) Communal and Shared Ways of Knowing: As stated in chapter 3 it is crucial that
the participants within the sista circle identify either as African American women, Black,
and/or a part of the African diaspora. This is one of the most important components of the
sista circle, because in their identification as Black women, members of the sista circle
come to the circle with communal identities and shared ways of knowing due their raced,
classed, and gendered identities that cannot be accounted for if a person does not share
this identity. This identification contributes to how they come to know, understand, and
experience the world (Collins, 2000).
Next, I discuss the considerations that should be made if a researcher would like to replicate this
research study.
Considerations
Although my participants did not identify aspects of the sista circle that could have been
better, as a researcher, I identified aspects that should be considered when completing this type
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of research. First, within this work, although I aimed to have a representative from each school
share their experience, only three of the five schools within the district are represented. This
means that some views and experiences are not represented and therefore, not discussed. When I
consider the racial demographics reported at Windsor Forrest High School in Figure 2 and Wingate High School in Figure 3, it creates questions about representation for their students and diversity amongst their staff. From 2010 to 2017, over 60 percent of their staff at both schools are
White, which means that there are very few teachers of color present, although according to Figures 9-12 the majority of their students are Black.
The lack of representation creates questions about why there are so few staff of color
present and how to represent experiences within these different spaces if there are few teachers
present. These figures, coupled with the conversation in this work, also raise questions surrounding how the lack of diversity influences the experiences of students of color that attend these
schools. Additionally, I realized that doing this type of study with the intentional conversational
structure of sista circles may not work for a researcher who is not welcoming, critical but respectful of participant differences in experience, conversational, or who is not comfortable engaging in unstructured conversations. For me, the unstructured conversational aspects of the sista
circle was one of my initial worries when planning this work because I would not be able to lead
the conversation. But, as I learned from my participants, it was my ability to talk about anything
and the respect that I gave them when following the directions of the conversations, that made
them feel like they could do and say whatever they wanted when it came to how they viewed
their experiences. For researchers, this is a significant consideration as this method cannot be
replicated if the researcher is looking to have a more guided and structured discourse. The sista
circle will also not be authentic if the researcher wants to lead the discussion, as would occur
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within a focus group, because it would place the researcher in a position of power over the participants, instead of having each member come together in an equal space.
The final consideration of this study was the difficulty of being both a participant and a
researcher within this work. As I sat to transcribe and analyze my data, I quickly realized that
although I was present for most of the conversations that occurred, I often missed conversations
that were had as side, but equally important, conversations within the group. For me, the use of
multiple recorders and videotapes often made me aware of different conversations that I didn’t
know occurred. The reality that the sista circle was a conversation meant that many of the conversations had were not linear, which at times posed an issue for me as the researcher on how to
convey those comments.
Reflection
When doing a study such as this, the researcher must be willing to make critical decisions
about methods and the use of theory. In this study, I considered the significance of my ways of
knowing and how I wanted the theory I used to support my methods and the arguments being
made through the use of my methodology. While this study does center the experiences of Black
women teachers undergirded by Black feminist thought and womanism, that does not mean that
it cannot be replicated in other spaces. What it does mean, however, is that for the researcher,
they must question the purpose and use of their chosen theory and examine how their methodology can function through it. If a researcher desires to replicate the sista circle as a method of inquiry, they must make sure that each component of their theory and their methodology functions
throughout their work, and that it responds to the vulnerabilities of the population they choose to
work with. Most importantly, if a researcher chooses to replicate the sista circle methodology,
they must take up and embody the experience of kinship with the other sistas within the circle.
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Embodying the experience of kinship is one of the most significant aspects of the sista circle because through this act they will create, for the participants and themselves, a shared experience,
minimizing structures of power that can inhibit and limit the experience within the circle and the
data obtained from the discussions.
Additionally, they must also continuously (re)examine their positionality and subjectivities in conducting their study. Because of the structure of the sista circle, their beliefs can influence multiple aspects of their work, and at times, if not aware of their voice and position as the
researcher, they can accidentally overshadow that of their participants. In using the sista circle as
a method of inquiry, I became aware of the very fragile nature of this method. Throughout, I
learned that there were times that I needed to remain silent to hear about the experiences of my
participants. I also became aware that I need to observe the entire room, which leads to the final
limitation of this study. When I consider the time necessary to capture and transcribe the conversations, my position as the researcher and participant, at times contributed to my frustrations because we discussed a lot more than what I initially remembered. When considering the time that
it took for me to transcribe the words of my participants and capture their voices accurately, I realized that in doing this work, I had to center my ethics as a researcher. It was important for me
to accurately transcribe each word with fidelity, and reflect on decisions made during this study,
relying on all data sources to recount what actually occurred—not just what I remembered.
For future researchers wishing to employ this method, I encourage the use of the sista circle methodology as a method of narrative inquiry for qualitative research as it was gratifying and
meaningful for each participant and myself. In conducting this study, I was able to gather sufficient data and examine the various aspects and experiences of Black women who work as teach-
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ers in schools. While this experience was very gratifying, I also caution other researchers to consider time, resources and ethical practices because doing such critical work requires continually
working, reflecting, and adjusting to meet the needs of aimed goals while responding to the
needs of participants. The needs of participants matter most, and as researchers, sometimes our
desires to collect data drive our practices. In employing this method and any other form of research with human participants, it is imperative to continually evaluate the care given to the participants who have volunteered to participate in your work.

Final Thoughts
As I reflect on this experience and conducting this research study, I realize that as Black
women teachers, we exist in difficult spaces, yet represent the beauty in diversity and culture as
we remain in schools. While we constantly have to confront stereotypes of our identities and negotiate ourselves as we navigate the different spaces in which we exist, we become so much
more for our students who sit in our classrooms and evolve in their understandings of themselves
and make meaning of the world. Being a Black woman teacher in schools is not an easy task. But
through the years I’ve spent in my classroom with my students, and within this experience of sistahood within this study, what I do know to be true is that for Black women teachers today, we
lean on and embrace the work of our ancestors because we understand the implications of our
presence in schools for our students. Therefore, as my final thoughts, I provide words of encouragement for teachers of color within the field, but especially for Black women. In doing this
work, remember as you work in schools you do not stand alone. You, instead, stand on the shoulders of our ancestors who gave every part of their being to make literacy and freedom through
education a reality for us and our students. You exist in a community. As a teacher, it is okay to
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demand your rights to equal citizenship. And, when you feel isolated or ostracized, seek out others, and lean on one another to rejuvenate and revalidate yourselves and your standpoints. Most
importantly don’t give up. Remember who you do this work for. Laugh with your students, explore with your students, and give the best parts of you to them so that they can enact change in
the world. We are teachers, and so, if we don’t do this work, who will?
In the concluding section of my dissertation, I present a letter constructed by the Black
women teachers of this study because as I felt it necessary to begin my work with the voice of a
Black woman author, I thought it appropriate to end with the words of the Black women who felt
it necessary to participate within this work. Here, I center our voices and end with our words as
we speak in unison about our roles and existence in schools as Black women teachers.
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Our Letter
To Whom It May Concern:
We the Black women teachers of the Tripton County school district would first like to express to our students our love and concern for the full development of each of your minds, the
protection of your bodies, and the pureness of your hearts. As teachers, we do not take our roles
lightly and we accept the task of educating and uplifting each of you regardless of socio-economic status, racial or ethnic background, or national citizenship. For you, we return to work.
We fight silent battles. We make arguments for your learning. We risk perceptions of ourselves
daily to equip you with the tools needed to survive and hopefully thrive in this world. We remain
in the classroom to serve as your mothers, your big sisters, and your aunts, welcoming these responsibilities because we understand that you need us. We also come to work aware that you
may fight battles at home which we do not see, but within the four walls of our classrooms, to us,
you belong. For us, you, our students, are why we remain and do this work.
To school district leaders, administrators, principals, and other educational stakeholders—we the Black women teachers of the Tripton County school district proclaim that we love
what we do and wish to remain in education as teachers and servant leaders for our students. But
while we are here for our students, we acclaim that we are tired of coming to work wearing invisible armor, constructed for us during our girlhood and refitted and retailored for us daily as we
survive institutionalized spaces, and navigate schools as minorities and Black women teachers.
We say, race matters. Our race matters. And, avoiding conversations about the implications of
race and gender in institutionalized spaces serves no one, especially our students. For us, we see
our job as educators as teaching students how to think critically about the world around them and
solve problems. But we ask you to think, how can we expect from our students what we do not
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do ourselves. We write to you to ask that you begin to closely examine the implications of our
race and gender in schools on our experiences as teachers, and thus begin to center conversations
about our needs. For us racism, sexism, and classism are only dirty words when they are not responded to and learned from. Thus, conversations and plans considering the intersections and
implications of each of these words must be made in order to both recruit and retain us as teachers in the field.
Finally, to our other marginalized sisters and brothers within education, we say, we see
you. We understand what it means to not be able to fully be yourself at work, and how tired you
may become from morphing daily to fit into social standards. Here, we write to you and encourage you to remember why you do this work. When times get hard, we ask you to think about
who you do this work for, and the differences you make when you teach your students how to
think critically and make considerations of others. Although, as teachers, especially as minority
teachers, we understand that depending on your locations, “thank you’s” may be few, far and in
between. So, on behalf your students, their parents and the communities in which you serve,
from us, we say to you, thank you. Thank you for fighting. Thank you for existing as role models
and examples for students of how professional identities are racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse. Thank you for bringing your cultures into schools for our students. And, thank you
for finding unique ways to sustain yourselves and remain in schools to liberate your students
through education. We appreciate who you are and all that you do.
Sincerely,
The Black Women Teachers of Tripton County: Milann, Brittney, Michelle, Bianca,
Joyce, and Genois
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
Semi-structured pre-interview questions
1. Tell me about the community you grew up in. What city? What state? Was it Rural, urban
or suburban?
2. In what ways do you think your community contributed to your upbringing and who you
are today as a Black woman?
3. Tell me about your educational background. What college(s) did you attend? What degrees have you earned?
4. In what ways do you think your education contributed to how you navigate and/or view
education and schooling?
5. Are you single, married, or divorced?
6. Do you have any children? If so, how many?
7. Have you ever had to sacrifice time with your spouse or children to complete tasks at
work? Explain.
8. How did that make you feel?
9. Tell me about your teaching experience. What made you decide to become a teacher?
10. Was there a specific teacher that contributed to your decision to become a teacher? If so,
tell me about that teacher.
11. How long have you been teaching? What different schools have you taught at?
12. What subject do you teach? What is your average class size?
13. Describe the school that you work in (staff, students, community). Specifically, tell me
about the demographics of each and the area in which it is located.
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14. Do you think the demographics of your school (staff and students) and the area where it
is located impact how you conduct yourself as a teacher working in schools or your experience as a teacher? Explain.
15. Think about your experiences as a Black girl in school. Describe your most memorable
experience. What made it positive? What made it negative?
16. Is there anything that you learned about being a Black girl in schools or being a Black
girl existing in an educational spaced from this experience? What was the lesson?
17. Do you think your experiences as a Black girl in schools influences how you behave today working as a teacher? Why? Explain.
18. Are there any lessons that you learned as a Black girl in school that still stick out to you
today or that you still consider relevant today working as a Black woman teacher in
schools? If so, what are they and why do you think they are still relevant?
19. As a Black woman teacher, do you think that your experience working in schools differs
from the experiences of your peers? Why or why not?
20. When making decisions are a teacher and professional, do you stop to consider your race
and or gender before acting? Explain why or why not?
21. Why did you decide to participate in this research study?
22. Is there anything else that you would like to share?
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Appendix B
Semi-structured Post-interview questions
1. In your own words, tell me what it means to you to be a Black woman teacher.
2. If I were to ask you to describe or define the role(s) of Black women teachers in their
classrooms what would you say? Schools? Communities? Families?
3. Describe the impact that participating in this form of collective storytelling had on your
experience in this study? Your understanding of your role as a Black woman teacher?
4. Through your participation in this study, what parts of your experiences as a teacher,
were you forced to re-examine? What did you revisit? How did that make you feel?
5. Did the structure of this study create feelings of being in a safe space? If so, what aspects? If not, why?
6. What kinds of support did participation in this form of research provide you with?
7. Think about your students. Did your participation in this study make you revisit the attitudes, experiences, and interactions of school personnel with your students? What did
you become aware of?
8. Reflect on your experience participating in this study. What lesson(s) would you like to
teach administrators, your peers, and school officials about the needs of Black women
working as teachers in schools today? What about the needs of Black children?
9. What additional support would you like to see provided for Black women teachers?
10. In your own words, tell me why we need Black women teachers?
11. Is there anything else that you would like to share? Do you have any questions for me?
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Appendix C
Sample Coding Form
Code or Theme

Datum Supporting Code or

Researchers Interpretive

Theme

Summary
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Appendix D
Images of actual Sista Circle setup
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Appendix E

